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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 This dissertation is about the power of sound, how sound influences and is influenced by 
emotion, how emotion influences national politics, and how those politics spill over into international and 
intercultural relations. Specifically, it is about a shared double-reed musical instrument found throughout 
the South Caucasus. In Azerbaijan this instrument is called the balaban; in Armenia, the duduk; and in 
Georgia it is known as the duduki. The value locally assigned to this instrument by citizens of these 
countries is most apparent through the discourses that surround it and the emotions that it evokes through 
its timbre. While my primary focus is Azerbaijan—my research site—the multiple layers of significance 
attached to both the body and sound of this instrument illuminate and have contributed to the complicated 
regional relations between Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. Likewise, the instrument and discourses 
surrounding it figure in intercontinental relations between Eurasia and Europe.  
 The use of this particular musical instrument for cultural, socio-political, and nationalistic 
purposes that are directly related to the currently stagnant Nagorny Karabakh (Nag-OR-nii Kah-rah-
BACH) conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia also necessitates an expanded scope for this 
dissertation. Hence, I address the region of the South Caucasus as a whole, as opposed to Azerbaijan 
alone. Because of its scope, the questions that guided this research were not simply, “What is the 
balaban?” and “Why focus on this double-reed in Azerbaijan?” but particularly, “What does the study of 
this instrument illuminate about the South Caucasus that will offer us a better understanding of the region 
as a whole?” A fundamental factor among these lines of inquiry is that all three countries—Azerbaijan, 
Armenia, and Georgia—claim origin and ownership of this instrument, making it an object shared, as 
much as it is also contested. 
 In addition to addressing the issue of conflict over this shared instrument, I include research and 
details on the construction of the balaban and the significance of its materials within Azerbaijan. The 
final chapters are then reserved for analysis of how the unique sound of this instrument has traveled 
across borders, or rather, how it has been trafficked. The case studies focused on this theme include 
analyses of UNESCO’s Masterpieces of Intangible Heritage Program, the Eurovision Song Contest, and 
an array of media productions (the movie Gladiator, a political ad for John McCain, and the Battlestar 
Galactica series) created here in the US.    
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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE 
AZERI-ENGLISH1 
 
 
 
Character       Name      Value      Examples 
 
 
A a  a  father     baba; bala 
 
B b  be  bus; up     bazar; kitab 
 
C c  ce  judge     cavab 
 
Ç ç  che  church     çanta; iç 
  
D d  de  dark; set    dil; süd 
 
E e  e  elephant    ev 
 
Ә ә  ae  bad; apple    tutәk 
 
F f  ef  full     futbol 
 
G g  ge  give; singer    Gence, zәng 
 
Ğ ğ  ghe  sorghum    muğam 
  
H h              he  here     hava 
  
X x  khe  loch ness    xanım 
 
I ı  uh  Nixon     qız 
 
İ i  ee  delay     iki; iyirmi 
  
J j  zhe  vision     pijama; jurnal 
 
K k  ke  kite     kino; klarnet 
 
Q q  kqe  garage     qalası 
 
L l  el  letter     limon   
 
M m  em  marmalade    mәrkez; molla 
 
      
 
                                                
1 Organization, column titles, and examples adapted from the textbook Elementary Azerbaijani (Öztopçu 2000). 
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Character Name  Value     Examples 
 
 
N n  en  neon     neft 
 
O o  o  orange; October    oyan; oktyabr 
 
Ö ö  eau  opal; like the German ö   öz; göl 
 
P p  pe  pay     payız 
 
R r  ar  right     restoran 
 
S s  es  sun     sarı; sabah 
 
Ş ş  she  shoe     şair; boş 
 
T t  te  tell     telefon 
 
U u  u  put     bulud; duz 
 
Ü ü  oo  cool; like the German ü   gül; mümkün 
 
V v  ve  varnish     valyuta; plov 
 
Y y  ye  yellow; toy    yanvar; muzey 
 
Z z  ze  zebra     zavod 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
Setting the Stage 
 
 
The popularity of certain images and sounds has its own story to tell. 
     Trading Culture (Harvey 2006:2) 
 
  
 
Introduction 
 This dissertation is about the power of sound, how sound influences and is influenced by 
emotion, how emotion influences national politics, and how those politics spill over into international and 
intercultural relations. Specifically, it is about a shared double-reed musical instrument found throughout 
the South Caucasus. In Azerbaijan this instrument is called the balaban; in Armenia, the duduk; and in 
Georgia it is known as the duduki. The value locally assigned to this instrument by citizens of these 
countries is most apparent through the discourses that surround it and the emotions that it evokes through 
its timbre. While my primary focus is Azerbaijan—my research site—the multiple layers of significance 
attached to both the body and sound of this instrument illuminate and have contributed to the complicated 
regional relations between Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. Likewise, the instrument and discourses 
surrounding it figure in intercontinental relations between Eurasia and Europe. The use of this particular 
musical instrument for cultural, socio-political, and nationalistic purposes that are directly related to the 
currently stagnant Nagorny Karabakh (Nag-OR-nii Kah-rah-BACH)1 conflict between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia also necessitates an expanded scope for this dissertation. Hence, I address the region of the 
                                                
1 Regarding the name (and the spelling) used for the contested territory in central Azerbaijan, I chose the variant 
used by Thomas de Waal, author of Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan through Peace and War (2003). This is 
due both to his own logic in choosing it, and out of my respect for the quality of his work in the region. As he states,  
I have chosen not to use the Russianized form, which has become prevalent in most of the outside 
world, but to use the more grammatically correct Nagorny [Nagornii] (rather than Nagorno) 
Karabakh (ix). Geographically, ‘Karabakh’ as a whole actually comprises a much larger amount of 
territory, which extends down into the plains of Azerbaijan. ‘Nagorny’ is the Russian word for 
‘mountainous,’ and it is the fertile highland part, with its large Armenian population, that is now 
the object of dispute (8). 
The name and spelling of this region in native Azeri is Dağliq Qarabağ (Dagh-lickh Kah-ra-BAGH). However, 
since this is not a political opinion piece, and because most of my readers will be familiar with it from the Western 
news media, I have opted to use the Russian variant in place of either the Azeri or Armenian versions.   
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South Caucasus as a whole, as opposed to Azerbaijan alone. Because of its scope, the questions that 
guided this research were not simply, “What is the balaban?” and “Why focus on this double-reed in 
Azerbaijan?” but particularly, “What does the study of this instrument illuminate about the South 
Caucasus that will offer us a better understanding of the region as a whole?” A fundamental factor among 
these lines of inquiry is that all three countries—Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia—claim origin and 
ownership of this instrument, making it an object shared, as much as it is also contested. 
The South Caucasus or “West Central Eurasia” 
 The Caucasus region is so named for the Caucasus Mountain Range that runs through it, 
northwest to southeast, between the Black and Caspian Seas of Eurasia. The mountains here are extensive 
and deep, comprised of two parallel ranges approximately 60 miles apart that are distinguished as the 
Greater (northern range) and Lesser (southern range) Caucasus. Though mountains have no regard for the 
borders of territories that follow or cross them, the Caucasus region is commonly divided into northern 
and southern portions. The territories of Daghestan, Chechnya, Ingushetia, North Ossetia, Karbardino-
Balkaria, and Karachaevo-Cherkessia as well as some southern fringe areas of Russia proper are 
considered lands of the northern Caucasus, while the former Soviet Republics of Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
and Georgia constitute the lands of the southern Caucasus and my area of specialty (Plate 1.1).   
 
                                      
 
      Plate 1.1: Detail adapted from “Map of the Caucasus and Central Asia,” highlighting the Black and  
  Caspian Seas and the countries of Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. Image: created and published by   
  the CIA, 2009, Library of Congress Geography and Maps Division (accessed 24 March 2012) at 
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/h?ammem/gmd:@field%28NUMBER+@band%28g7120+ct003067%29%29. 
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 Trapped between two seas and at the intersection of three continents, the South Caucasus, also 
referred to as Transcaucasia, is replete with layered contradictions. The Caspian Sea, which sits on the 
region’s eastern edge, has been the primary source of Beluga caviar for the world’s elite for centuries. 
The Caspian has also been a primary source of the world’s oil supply since the late 1800s, but due to both 
the over-harvesting of these natural resources and the introduction of industrial toxins, the sea now hovers 
on the brink of ecological devastation. The Black Sea, famous for its historical and mythological 
connections to Greek legends such as Jason and the Golden Fleece, is located on Transcaucasia’s western 
edge, while the continental fingers of Asia, the Middle East, and Europe reach in between and intertwine. 
This was the western flank of “The Great Game” between the Russian, British, and Persian empires of the 
1800s, and the stubborn tug-of-war exerted by the tenacious finger-lock of these empires explains, in part, 
the centuries of political shift the South Caucasus region has consistently experienced. Its “official” 
geographical placement remains a topic of controversy as scholars have historically tried to place all or 
part of the region within either Europe or Asia, though it fits comfortably into neither.  
 Citing atlases and writers from the late 1800s and early 1900s, Tony Anderson addresses the 
contested geographical labeling of the Caucasus in his book Bread and Ashes: A Walk through the 
Mountains of Georgia. He writes:  
Often the line is drawn down the middle of the Caspian Sea, running 
almost along its whole length north to south, then takes a sharp turn to 
the west, either just to the south or just to the north of the Caucasus 
mountains. If to the south then not only is Georgia entirely in Europe but 
so is Azerbaijan; if to the north then the whole of Georgia is in Asia 
while Chechnya and Daghestan—about as European as the Rann of 
Kutch2—are both in Europe. My own insurance policy decided that all of 
Georgia was in Europe and I can send a letter to a Georgian friend with 
the ordinary European stamp—not that it arrives. All these complications 
show just how inadequate and even irrelevant rigid definitions of Europe 
and Asia can be . . . .We have become used to thinking of Europe and 
Asia as separate entities. We might much more usefully think of one 
Eurasian continent and then annoying bits of geography like the 
Caucasus resolve themselves easily (Anderson 2003:182–83).  
 
                                                
2 The Rann of Kutch is an expansive area of barren and salty coastal land that stretches between western India and 
Pakistan.  
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Anderson highlights the anomaly of being able to use a European stamp in the Republic of Georgia 
though its use does not result in correspondingly European-style results. The fact that Georgia was 
heavily influenced by Persia while part of both the Sassanid and Safavid Empires further complicates the 
drawing of any clear boundary lines between Europe and Asia. Should scholars claim that Georgia is part 
of the Middle East? Anderson asserts that, “Geography cannot ignore culture and politics,” and this is 
where the real dilemma surrounding location-based labels resides (ibid.:183). I agree with Anderson that 
if political lines can be avoided in favor of topography, it is more accurate to deal with the continents of 
Europe and Asia as one entity. Directional designations could then clarify and differentiate the regions 
within that continental complex. China, therefore, sits in eastern Eurasia, Spain in western Eurasia, 
Kazakhstan in central Eurasia, India in south central Eurasia, and Azerbaijan in west central Eurasia along 
with Armenia and Georgia. Categorizing in this way also reconceptualizes the increasing expansion of the 
European Union into lands that have stereotypically remained outside the classic cultural boundaries of 
“Europe,” while also embracing more distant countries like Turkey, Georgia, and Ukraine, all of which 
are currently working toward EU membership.       
 Intriguingly, though Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia are interlocked and bounded within such 
a tightly concentrated geographical space, there are many, many elements of division between them. 
Tadeusz Swietochowski, an acclaimed historian of the region, highlights division first in defining this 
borderland as “a divided people in a divided land.” He descriptively places it “between Europe and Asia, 
Islam and Christianity, Russia and the Middle East, Turks and Iranians, Shi’a and Sunni Islam,” in the 
first paragraph of his preface to Russia and Azerbaijan: A Borderland in Transition (Swietochowski 
1995: vii). Regional styles of music and dance are arguably the region’s single greatest common 
denominators. After these similarities, the Russian language and the Soviet system would seem a 
probable second and third as features of commonality, but according to journalist-historian Thomas de 
Waal, the Soviet administration did more to separate the peoples of the region than to bring them closer 
together. As he explains, 
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Even without the [Nagorny Karabakh] war, Armenia[n] and 
Azerbaijan[i] leaders have cooperated very little over the past hundred 
years. In Soviet times, they would conduct most of their business in and 
through Moscow. Since then, the South Caucasus has been a tangle of 
front lines, closed borders, dead ends, and isolated enclaves. In any real 
political or economic sense, it is not a proper region at all (de Waal 
2003:282). 
 
In addition, now that the Soviet Union has collapsed, shared elements such as the Russian language are 
weakening as each country promotes its own agendas and stresses increasingly widespread use of their 
native tongues—Georgian, Azeri, and Armenian—none of which, incidentally, shares roots within the 
same extended language family. To elaborate on that point, while Georgian is categorized within the 
Caucasian language family, Azeri belongs to a branch of the Altaic, and Armenian is classified within the 
Indo-European family of languages. International Affairs professor and historian Charles King states that 
there are forty languages “unique to the region,” while also noting that “many have remarkable phonetic 
systems” and “others have fearsome grammatical structures” (King 2008:xiv). Therefore, aside from 
certain aspects of the region’s musical arts, such as the instrument that is my focus, this area is perhaps 
best defined by difference.  
The Inner Complexity of the Region 
 The continually shifting borders of the Roman, Sassanid (Persian), Byzantine, Mongol, Safavid 
(Persian), Ottoman, and Russian empires have left centuries of crisscrossing geopolitical lines and 
cultural influences throughout the South Caucasus region. If the area were to be likened to a strategic 
continental island, these empires could be seen as the waves of a surrounding ocean. Just like waves, 
lapping over a deep shoreline, each encroaching empire has left seashells and debris in its wake. Each 
instigated its own administrative system, along with its own sets of customs and styles of art. The 
territorial shifting of these major political powers also prevented the modern-day entities of Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia from developing stable kingdoms of their own. Neither were these territories, 
now separately demarcated, ever held collectively by any one of the empires listed above, until the 
imperial Russians swept in and sealed the Russo-Turkish and Russo-Persian wars with the Treaties of 
Bucharest (1812), Gulistan (1813), Turkomanchai (1828), and finally the Treaty of Adrianople (1829). By 
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1829, the Russian empire had secured its borders with the Ottoman and Persian empires and held nearly 
all of the territory stretching east to west between the Caspian and Black Seas.     
 For Azerbaijan, the next major shift was not political, but socio-economic, as in 1872 new 
imperial Russian laws granted long-term land leases to native and foreign investors in the oil-rich fields 
around Baku, the current capital.3 As a result, the 1870s–1910s experienced a massive oil boom, with 
which came a tremendous and diverse increase in the urban population. As Swietochowski describes,  
Still a sleepy harbor on the Apsheron Peninsula at mid-century, in the 
1870’s Baku turned into a bustling boom city with the highest rate of 
population increase in the Russian Empire. The number of inhabitants 
rose from 14,000 in 1863 to 206,000 in 1903, making it the largest city in 
Transcaucasia (Swietochowski 1995:20).  
 
This oil revolution had profound effects on the city, as on the distribution of wealth among its public. 
Among native investors, one with particularly positive influence on the city was Haji Zeynalabdin 
Taghiyev, who rose to become one of Baku’s most wealthy oil barons and its most well-loved 
philanthropist. Though stripped of his vast wealth in 1920 by the Bolsheviks, by then he had managed to 
build Baku’s first drama theater (1885), establish and construct Baku’s first Muslim girls’ school (1900) 
while also providing funding for its poorest students,4 and had the first Azeri version of the Qur’an 
translated and printed. He also printed works of poetry by several Azerbaijani authors which would have 
otherwise been censored by Russian authorities, among many other projects and donations furthering the 
work of mosques, education, and charity organizations both locally and regionally (Suleymanov 2002:42–
49). Taghiyev’s former Baku mansion is now the honored site of Azerbaijan’s Museum of Natural 
History.  
                                                
3 Foremost among the companies investing in Baku’s oil was that of the Nobel Brothers. Though owned by Robert 
and Ludvig Nobel, their brother Alfred (founder and endower of the internationally respected Nobel Prize) was a 
partner and owned shares in the company. While Alfred was successful and wealthy from his own ventures (he 
invented dynamite), when the first Nobel prize was officially established in 1901 nearly 12% of the award came 
from the shares he had held in his brothers’ oil company (Asbrink 2002:56). 
4 This school was established with the permission of Czarina Alexandra Fyodorovna, wife of Czar Nicholas II, and 
was hence named in her honor, The Russian Muslim Alexandrian Female Boarding School. Other Baku girls’ 
schools followed, and by 1915 five had been established (Suleymanov 2002:44–45). 
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 Another historic area of division in the South Caucasus is religion. Changes in political regime 
prompted changes in this area, as well. The Zoroastrianism of the Sassanids and the Christian influences 
of the Byzantines overlapped with the borders of both Ottoman Sunni and Safavid Shi’a branches of 
Islam, in different and shifting political sections of the region. Azerbaijani beliefs and customs, in 
particular, have strong religious connections to Zoroastrianism as well as to Shi’a Islam which, due to its 
becoming the state religion of the Safavid Empire, has had perhaps the greatest influence upon the society 
of present-day Azerbaijan. Many traditions seen in the country today exhibit a tenacious mixture of these 
two belief systems. Armenia and Georgia, on the other hand, have stronger connections to Christianity, 
and this, just as in the case of Azerbaijan, is due largely to the religion becoming officially adopted by 
past rulers. These two countries carry the honor of being, historically, the first and second in the world to 
adopt Christianity as a “state” religion—in 301 A.D. (Armenia) and around 330 A.D. (Georgia)—and the 
strength of the Christian communities in these countries, as a result, has become and remains a matter of 
great pride. It has, in fact, become a defining element of their respective national identities.  
 The shared Christian connection between Armenia and Georgia does not mean that they share the 
same set of Christian beliefs or the same church, however. The Armenian Orthodox and Georgian 
Orthodox church function independently of each other. Each has its own church hierarchy and its own 
patron saint—St. Gregory in the case of Armenia, and Sts. Nino and George in the case of Georgia. 
Additionally, while this division between Christianity on the one hand, and Zoroastrianism and Islam on 
the other, may give the impression of clearly defined belief systems along current regional political 
boundaries, it is important to realize that much of Georgia’s territory while under the Sassanids (fifth and 
sixth centuries), the Arabs (seventh to twelfth centuries), and while being passed back and forth between 
the Ottoman and Safavid Empires (sixteenth to eighteenth centuries), was heavily influenced by 
Zoroastrianism and Islam, as well as by Persian, Arab, and Turkish culture. In addition, after 1921, when 
the Caucasus region became part of the newly formed U.S.S.R., the observance of all religion was 
considered threatening to the State and was, therefore, restricted—often severely—while actively 
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replaced by State doctrine. In time, the figureheads of Soviet leadership, Lenin and Stalin, even took the 
place of the Madonna and Christ in domestic icon corners throughout “Kavkazia,” as across the Union.    
 Yet another division in the region is caused by language and the linguistic script changes that 
have occurred both between and within these three countries. I have already alluded to some of the 
linguistic diversity in the South Caucasus. In addition to linguistic divisions between Azerbaijan, 
Armenia, and Georgia, which have been strengthened since 1991—their collective “year of 
independence”—a different sort of division (one especially detrimental within these countries, as opposed 
to between them) has been caused by changes made to written script. Such frequent changes have caused 
generational divisions, weakening the public’s ability to stay informed about current local and 
international events through print media. This is especially the case in Azerbaijan, where the script has 
changed from Arabic lettering (seventh century–1929), to Latin lettering (1923–1939), to Cyrillic Azeri 
(1939–1991), and back again to (yet a slightly different) Latin script (1991–present), all in the span of less 
than one hundred years (Naroditskaya 2002:16–17, Blair 2000:11). 
 Despite these significant divisions, as I mentioned briefly earlier, this region shares strong cross-
border ties in the arts, particularly in regard to music and dance, and I would argue that music has served, 
currently and historically, as the primary binding element within the region. While the nomadic traditions 
of transhumant southern Caucasians encouraged inter-ethnic interactions with their seasonal movements 
between pasturelands, traveling minstrels (aşıqs [ash-UKHS]) also traditionally moved and performed 
freely throughout the region. Though the aşıqs of the Caucasus are no longer known for their extensive 
traveling, they remain poets and educators who memorize copious amounts of poetic (and in Azerbaijan, 
Qur’anic) verse and develop great skill at oral improvisation. The primary instrument of the Azerbaijani 
aşıq is the saz, a pear-shaped lute made from mulberry wood, but traditionally there have also been 
balaban-playing aşıqs who, together with their saz-playing compatriots, traveled and performed as aşıq 
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duos. While fewer in number today, I did meet a few aşıq balabancis during my fieldwork, and both 
types can also be found in northern Iran,5 where many ethnic Azerbaijanis live. 
 The Turkic word for these musicians, aşıq, means “love” and indicates a person who is a “lover” 
or “one who is in love” (Bates 2011:6). This reference to love is important to the spiritual associations of 
the aşıq tradition, for many of these minstrels are called to their profession through dreams of a mystical, 
spiritual, or otherwise divinely-inspired nature. Though they tend to be men, in Azerbaijan there is also a 
long tradition of females becoming aşıqs. Regardless of gender, they provide musical entertainment 
through song and improvisation, interpreting both spiritual and secular verse with vocal and instrumental 
skill. Traditionally an aşıq’s love interest, though often symbolized by an unattainable or distant female 
beloved, was in actuality the divine beloved—God.6 The ancient tale of Majnun and his love for Laila, 
prevalent in the Caucasus as in the Middle East and re-interpreted through the symbolism of mystical 
Islam (Sufism) by poets of the region, like the famed twelfth-century Azerbaijani Nizami Ganjevi, is 
often interpreted in such terms—with Laila as a sign for God rather than that of an actual and personified 
woman. It is no coincidence, therefore, that aşıqs have used and continue to draw heavily upon the 
physical story and spiritual legacy of Majnun in their own poetry and self-characterization.  
 The great poet and musician Sayat Nova—whose life spanned most of the eighteenth century 
(1712–1795)—is especially remembered as a prominent aşıq of the Caucasus (Dowsett 1997). An 
Armenian whose compositional language of choice was Azeri, he was eventually named a minstrel to the 
Georgian Court at T’elavi (ibid.). Sayat Nova’s claim to fame, however, was not only his exceptional 
talent as a poet and musician on the kamancha, tambure (tar) and chunguri (Dowsett 1997:Plate B), but 
also fluency in the three main languages of the region and his ability to move easily between its diverse 
groups of people. He remains highly respected and praised by Georgians, Azerbaijanis, and Armenians 
alike. Given the current state of strife, with territorial conflicts ongoing between Azerbaijan and Armenia, 
                                                
5 For more information on aşıqs in northern Iran, see Albright 1976, 2002 and Hartman 2002. For an in-depth, 
fieldwork-based study on the legacy of female aşıqs in Azerbaijan, also see Oldfield 2008. 
6 For more insight into the symbolism of the divine being portrayed as female, see My Soul is a Woman: The 
Feminine in Islam (1997) written by renowned Islamic scholar Annemarie Schimmel (1922–2003).  
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and Georgia’s struggles with its integral territories of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, it is significant that 
this musician’s historical legacy rests equally on his artistic talent and position as a mediator.  
 Thomas de Waal, in his insightful Black Garden, invokes the spirit of Sayat Nova in his effort to 
provide an unbiased, chronological, eyewitness-supported account of the Nagorny Karabakh 
(“Mountainous” Karabakh) conflict, currently at a stalemate between Azerbaijan and Armenia. Erupting 
in 1988 with the unilateral declaration of the oblast’s7 officials (already legally “autonomous” under the 
Soviets) to secede from both the Soviet Union and the Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan, the conflict 
escalated into full war between 1990 and 1992. The former oblast, once an area of cooperative mixed 
Armenian-Azerbaijani ethnicity, is currently held by Karabakhi Armenians with the backing of Armenia. 
Adding to the current intransigency of the conflict, Armenian military forces have also unlawfully 
occupied seven additional territorial districts of Azerbaijan, situated between the province of Karabakh 
and the Armenian border, and this expanded occupation has resulted in further waves of internally 
displaced persons (IDPs). An added complication to the blurring of these bounded sovereign units is the 
Naxçivan (Nacht-chi-VAN) Autonomous Republic (of Azerbaijan), which sits west of Azerbaijan proper 
and borders Turkey, being divided from the “mainland” of Azerbaijan by a thin strip of Armenia (see map 
on pg 2, noting the line connecting Azerbaijan to the area of Naxcivan).  
  De Waal highlights a verse of Sayat Nova’s poetry on his dedication page, hearkening back to the 
centuries of mixed villages and shifting populations of Nagorny Karabakh, as through the region as a 
whole: 
   Mercy on the old master building a bridge, 
   The passer-by may lay a stone to his foundation. 
   I have sacrificed my soul, worn out my life, for the nation. 
   A brother may arrange a rock upon my grave. 
 
Later, in the forward, he officially names Sayat Nova “the benign patron” of his book. De Waal also 
closes the book by quoting the verse from his dedication page again. In doing so, he draws upon Charles 
Dowsett’s commentary on Sayat Nova’s use of the word “nation”:  
                                                
7 An oblast is a territorial area with its own (limited) administrative capacities, and can thus be considered semi-
independently governed. The term is most commonly used for areas within Republics of the former Soviet Union.  
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What nation? If the Armenian nation, or the Georgian nation, why is the 
poem in Azeri? It would seem his horizons are broader, and that he is 
thinking in terms such as a Caucasian unity, in which Armenian, 
Georgian and Azeri might live together in harmony, under the beneficent 
rule of a wise leader like Irakli II, and Azeri, as the common language, 
was the best vehicle for the message (Dowsett 1997:434, quoted in de 
Waal 2003:283). 
  
 The reality of a harmonious Caucasia (no pun intended, though apt) is perhaps not as impossible 
as the region’s politicians would lead us to believe. On my first trip to Azerbaijan in 2003, for example, I 
learned from an ensemble director at the Foklor Evi, an arts institute in Baku’s Old City, that in the years 
immediately before the outbreak of the Nagorny Karabakh war, Azerbaijani and Armenian musicians 
maintained a close relationship. They regularly traveled back and forth across their shared border and 
frequently hired one another to perform at weddings. The same remains true of the shepherds that still 
migrate back and forth across the shared Azeri-Georgian border. What this says to me is that the social 
ramifications of political conflicts in this region may be slowest in reaching the historically “nomadic” 
segments of society such as its pastoral herders8 and its musicians. It is these groups, I believe, that might 
hold promise for renewed, positive interactions between the states currently in conflict, and it is with this 
idea in mind that I feel the added need to emphasize the importance of music in this region. The 
Azerbaijani balaban and its companionate instruments, the Armenian duduk and Georgian duduki, have 
become symbolic, for me, of the shared aspects of musical culture in the South Caucasus. Like the 
distinctive cultures with which they are associated, each instrument variant should be celebrated. A 
balance, however, must be reached between the celebration of variety at the expense of regional relations, 
and the celebration of similarity at the risk of ignoring the individual value each instrument has within its 
respective milieu.  
 Returning briefly to the legacy of Sayat Nova and the hope expressed in his quoted verse, that he 
might facilitate a bridge between the peoples of his land—in death as in life—my hope is that this in-
                                                
8 While visiting the eastern edge of Georgia in 2006, I saw some of the huts as well as sheep movement in valley 
areas of the land I hiked. It was explained, by the Georgian guide, that nomadic herding continued back and forth 
across the border, and that border guards had no recourse against it due to the mountainous terrain and the 
expansiveness of the land shared between Georgia and Azerbaijan.  
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depth study of the Azerbaijani balaban will not only provide a more nuanced understanding of the region, 
but might also generate thought on how the region’s major cultural, social, and political tensions might be 
reduced and eventually alleviated.   
Enter the Ethnomusicologist 
 My fieldwork in Azerbaijan resulted from my longtime love of the Russian language, Russian 
symphonic music and an interest in the expansive lands of the former Soviet Union. As I progressed 
through my graduate studies, however, I was specifically drawn toward the Caucasus—that comparatively 
small southwestern corner of the former U.S.S.R. Very quickly, the sheer gravitational weight of that 
region’s cultural, political, social, religious, linguistic, and geographical complexities, not to mention its 
diverse and often highly energetic music and dance, captivated me and commanded my attention. It is a 
region rife with paradoxes and contradictions, and one of these is that between its dense diversity and its 
uncorrespondingly petite geographical size. Totaling a mere 186,043 square kilometers (71,831 sq mi), 
the three newly independent nations of the South Caucasus together are nearly equal the size of Syria 
(185,180 sq km) or, for a comparison closer to home, Washington state (184,665 sq km/71,300 sq mi).9 
 I first traveled to Baku under a language acquisition fellowship from ACTR-ACCELS (The 
American Council of Teachers of Russian-American Council for Collaboration in Education and 
Language Study) during the summer months of 2003. I had already studied Russian for several years and 
so felt I would be able to communicate. My goal that summer was to learn the native language of 
Azerbaijan. I had spent the previous year in a first-year Turkish course preparing for the trip, as Azeri and 
Turkish are closely grouped within the same branch of the Altaic language family. By the time I left 
Azerbaijan in August 2003, I had acquired a modest competency in Azeri—and more than a little 
confusion with Turkish, as I was later to discover. While in Baku, I also took lessons in Azeri dance 
(which I renewed and continued throughout much of my 2005–06 fieldwork, as well) and had music 
lessons on the Azerbaijani saz from the director of the İrs (Heritage) folk ensemble. I subsequently 
                                                
9 The total areas of Armenia (29,743 sq. km.), Azerbaijan (86,600 sq. km.), and Georgia (69,700 sq. km.) were taken 
from the CIA Factbook online, at: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/, accessed July 2011. 
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became both an avid observer and eventual participant in group rehearsals. The nature of this and other 
Baku music (and dance) ensembles led me to realize how the study of national identity politics, regional 
and ethnic politics, and the performance of cultural identity through music, in particular, because of its 
potential for inscribing meaning through both melody and text, can contribute to a greater understanding 
of the making of “place.” Such a study is important because the ascribing of “place” is often mapped with 
little regard to political boundaries and is, therefore, central to many of the territorial conflicts plaguing 
the world today. 
  Perhaps most valuable to me during that 2003 trip was discovering the topic of my Master’s 
thesis, “The Unveiling of Laila: Music, Religion, Gender and Politics in 20th-Century Azerbaijan” 
(2004). In that study, I analyzed two operas of prime significance to the Azerbaijani people: Laila and 
Majnun (1908) and Koroghlu (1937), both by composer Uzeir Hajibeyov, who was the central figure in 
the melding of traditional and European models of musical composition in the course of twentieth-century 
Azerbaijani music history. Using these important compositions as windows through which I could 
identify the cultural influences of Azerbaijan’s musical and literary past in terms of their presentation and 
reception in the twentieth century, I crafted the thesis around the socio-political context—the Soviet 
Union—and the (less obvious) religious context within which they were composed. The result was a wide 
analysis that covered not only Azerbaijan’s transition to compositional forms of Western music, but also 
historical issues of gender, religion and politics.  
My Project Discovers Me 
 The topic of this dissertation was not as straightforward and did not develop as seamlessly as that 
of my thesis. In fact, a few months into my fieldwork, my initial project disintegrated, leaving behind 
only the pointy, black question marks of my main queries. The original project centered on issues of 
national identity, ethnic identity, and geopolitics, as re-created and performed through the music of three 
distinct, Baku-based, indigenous ensembles. Toward this aim, I would have focused on three folk 
ensembles, observed their rehearsals as well as their staged and TV performances, collected their sound 
recordings and found articles related to their public reception from local newspapers. There were four, 
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successively expanding questions that I hoped to answer: 1) “What aspects of Azerbaijani identity are 
being presented, created, or re-created by each ensemble, and what are the cultural origins of each—
Azerbaijani, Soviet-Russian, Ottoman-Turkish, Transcaucasian, Turkic, Persian?” 2) “What are the 
relationships between these ensembles, the government, and the populace as they interface within the 
social arena of the Azerbaijani capital, Baku?” 3) “What can the answers to these first questions, 
regarding Azerbaijan, contribute toward a greater understanding of regional identity and the inter- and 
intra-state relations within the South Caucasus?” 4) Most importantly, “interpreting music in Azerbaijani 
society as a social barometer, what can be learned about the nature and dynamics of interethnic conflict 
and resolution in general?”  
 The experience of topic disintegration, infuriating as it was, led to one of my biggest fieldwork 
lessons: that despite all your efforts, ultimately you have little control over your chosen subject. One’s 
research is, instead, controlled by the environment, by the people one meets, and by the rapport built with 
them. My original, well-outlined project failed due to; 1) a lack of data from both human and media 
resources once in Baku, 2) an overall lack of ensemble recordings (these groups were not “professional” 
in the industry sense), and 3) a growing but critically insufficient knowledge of the native language with 
which to efficiently mine information from local news and music/concert reviews. In the end, it was only 
the fourth and last question of my original list that remained, but for me it was the most important and it 
continued to serve as the anchor for both my research and my motivation, throughout my stay. With my 
double bachelor degrees in Music and in Peace and Conflict Studies, I suppose I was working backward 
from the ultimate question—How does studying music in socio-political contexts help us to better 
understand and ameliorate the negative dynamics of interethnic conflict? While I admit to having limited 
control over my path of research once I arrived in Baku, the ultimate question that brought me there 
remained, and stands still as the crux behind this dissertation.  
 My proposals detailed and my grants secured, I arrived in Baku for fieldwork in September of 
2005, and started seeking a specialist from whom to renew lessons on the traditional Azerbaijani saz. This 
proved a struggle, both as a foreigner and most especially as a young woman. I will not go into this trial 
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in detail, but will say that I was unprepared for the way my understanding of the distinctions between a 
student and a teacher, a citizen and a foreign guest, were so readily and dangerously blurred by others in a 
culture so different from my own—a place, additionally, where I was apparently seen by many as an 
attractive female novelty, rather than as a serious, one-track-minded, graduate scholar. I’ve since learned 
that such trials are, sadly, not uncommon to a woman’s fieldwork experience, and I suggest that women 
especially need to make sure they have a supportive network of friends or colleagues they are comfortable 
talking with before embarking on solo dissertation work abroad. If such a network is not available, they 
should actively build one in the field. 
 After a few months of wrong turns and dead ends in my attempts to find a knowledgeable and 
trustworthy teacher on the Azerbaijani saz, as well as a good quality instrument, I went in frustrated 
desperation to the first office I found at the Milli Konservatoriyası—the National Conservatory for 
traditional music—and humbly begged for a teacher on any traditional instrument. At this point, I did not 
care which one they chose for me. My discussion with the secretary of foreign student affairs, which 
started with a quick conversation about what I could already play—namely the flute in this case—led to 
an immediate decision to call in the balaban teacher and ask him, on the spot, if he would take me as a 
student. I waited, feeling both anxious and excited that I might finally get to play some music again and 
have a fieldwork occupation for which my progress would be measurable. I had been in the field for 
almost three months and was nearing the edge of despair—I am not a very patient person when it comes 
to un-measurable progress. Soon, an older gentleman, thin and of moderate height with short, graying 
hair, a peaceful demeanor and alert but gentle eyes entered the office. The secretary had a short 
conversation with him in Azeri and the answer came back. Yes, he would take me as a student, the 
secretary reported in Russian, and “Oh, by the way, he is also a balaban maker so don’t worry about an 
instrument, he will have one finished for you by tomorrow.” Well, for a second I think I didn’t breathe; I 
felt as if I had somehow won a musicology fieldwork lottery. I was an American. I was not a registered or 
otherwise officially accepted student of the National Conservatory. My new teacher happened also to be 
an instrument “master” (maker), and I was a female: they had just promised to train me on an instrument 
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which in Azerbaijan is traditionally played only by men! That day’s meeting eventually proved the 
dramatic turning point of my research project.  
 From this point in my fieldwork, I divided most of my time among balaban lessons and 
practicing; frequent visits to the instrument workshop where my teacher worked, for chatting and sharing 
time with him and the other instrument masters; and the collecting of sound and text materials on the 
balaban, zurna (a double-reed, conical aerophone) and tutek (a cane flute). As many researchers have 
probably felt and experienced before me, I was busy all the time, often managing only with great 
difficulty to find time for adequate sleeping, eating, and the recording of field notes. Still, I felt driven by 
the illusion that not enough research was being done. This was yet another lesson, and one I still struggle 
to realize. Even assuming one can manage non-stop activity and towering piles of data, the research will  
never be enough, and it will never be done.  
 Thus, the balaban became the center of my focus and as it did, a unique picture of Azerbaijan and 
its place in the South Caucasus started to form around it. In a region full of division and conflict, this was 
a point of commonality for me. It is an instrument not only shared by the countries of Georgia, 
Azerbaijan, and Armenia, but one that holds overlapping cultural and emotional meaning for each. It 
should be noted that while focusing on the balaban and devoting an entire dissertation to its analysis, I 
have no desire to mislead readers into thinking that this type of instrument is unique only to the South 
Caucasus region. As a double-reed, cylindrically-bored aerophone, made from wood and cane, variants of 
the instrument are found throughout great swathes of Central Asia, sweeping west through the Caucasus 
and into Turkey, and sweeping south and east into India and Japan. Examples include the mey of Turkey, 
the qarnata (or balaban) of the Kurds and Turkmen, the balaban of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan,10 the guan 
of China, the hichiriki (a reverse conical instrument) of Japan, and the p’iri of Korea. The differences 
between many of these variants are more visibly obvious and organologically significant than those 
between the reed triplets of the South Caucasus, but with a tendency toward cultural possessiveness, the 
                                                
10 Jean During, et al. "Bālābān." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/46900, accessed 29 September 2010. 
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shared physical nature of the balaban, duduk, and duduki has largely been subsumed by competing 
emotion-laden claims of origin and theft.11  
Narrative Structure 
 As a scholar, I personally enjoy discovering the connections between things: between ideas, 
choices, actions, creations, exchanges, words, images, and music. I relish synthesis. This dissertation, 
perhaps unsurprisingly therefore, starts with an object and moves outward by way of the balaban’s sound 
until it interconnects the entire region of the South Caucasus with Europe and America, particularly 
through media engines sustained by and influential to wide sections of the greater international 
community (namely UNESCO, the Eurovision Song Contest, and the Hollywood film industry). The 
subject of this study, then, has been divided into three main areas of inquiry. First is an analysis of the 
balaban as it is defined, used, and constructed (both physically and in terms of symbolic significance) in 
Azerbaijan. The second area of my research focuses on the sound and emotional power of the instrument 
and expands the analysis of the balaban to include discussion of its local variants, the duduk of Armenia 
and the duduki of Georgia, thus addressing the multi-layered importance of the instrument for the South 
Caucasus as a region. Finally, I turn my attention to the use of the instrument’s sound outside of its region 
of origin and focus on ways in which its unique timbre has been broadcast beyond the instrument’s 
regional borders. In the examples that I examine, this sound has also been divorced from its physical 
source (the body of the instrument), and in the cases involving the American media, I show how it has 
been adopted and manipulated to translate particular ideas and emotions. 
 Ethnomusicologists study music not only as a means of understanding artistic products and 
processes, but also to better understand individual human and social processes. We use music to help us 
explore larger sociological and anthropological questions like, “How is society functioning? Why does it 
function the way it does, and with what meaning?” Such, for example, are the questions tackled by 
Anthony Seeger in his ethnomusicological study, Why Suyá Sing (2004). The study and understanding of 
                                                
11 Issues of cultural theft in the field of ethnomusicology have also been analyzed by my colleague Fernando Rios 
(University of Illinois), whose geographic area of specialty is Latin and South America. 
   
 18 
the connections between music and society are useful because music is significant not only to individuals 
but also to communities and nations; to understand music is to better understand ourselves and our ever-
dynamic social world, both on intra-national and international terms. Whereas Seeger started with a topic 
that both isolated and encompassed the social inter-workings of a clearly defined fieldwork environment, 
my society-based question, “How is music functioning as a tool of communication, self-assertion, and 
interaction within the South Caucasus region, and between the nations of that region and those of 
Europe?” necessitated expansion into a larger fieldwork milieu.   
 Ethnomusicologists also focus on “smaller” questions, such as “What significance does the (name 
any specific musical instrument here) have for the people of (name any specific geographical location 
here)?” An example is Berliner’s 1978 ethnography, The Soul of Mbira, which seeks to better understand 
social relationships, specifically those between the living and the dead, the physical and the spiritual, by 
focusing on the mbira12 and its place in Zimbabwean society. My dissertation begins by developing lines 
of inquiry similar to those of Berliner, while shifting to consider larger issues of international relations. I 
start with the question, “What significance does the balaban have for the people of Azerbaijan?” But 
whereas Berliner was led into topics of spirituality, communication, and social connections between the 
living and the dead, my topic drew me into the study of timbre, its definition and meaning, and its 
connections to human emotion, intelligence, and the performance of identity. My work, therefore, focuses 
on the relationships between the balaban, as well, in part, the duduk and duduki, their cultural and 
political significances—through issues of organology and the phenomenology of timbre—and the related 
meanings of these instruments for the peoples of the South Caucasus. These relationships are also central 
to a better understanding of the interaction between the nations highlighted in this study.  
Chapter Overview and Theoretical Orientation 
 This dissertation is divided into six chapters. Following the present introduction, chapter two 
introduces the Azerbaijani balaban as a physical object, differentiating it from other closely related wind 
                                                
12 The mbira is an idiophone. It consists of a short, piano-like, plucked metal keyboard that sits and resonates within 
a large hollow gourd, as a musician holds and plays it in his lap. 
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instruments traditional to Azerbaijan’s musical culture (namely, the zurna and tutәk). I then consider the 
balaban as a “personality,” in comparison to and in contrast with these aerophonic cousins both timbrally 
and by traditional musical and social contexts. The chapter continues by discussing the close relation of 
the Azerbaijani balaban to the duduk of Armenia and the duduki of Georgia. The high degree of similarity 
among these cylindrically-bored double-reed triplets also necessitates a brief jaunt into the field of 
organology. Chapter two thereby introduces another important and central theme developed through this 
dissertation, the issue of instrument classification, “cultural ownership,” and ultimately the contestation of 
that ownership.  
 In her book, On Concepts and Classifications of Musical Instruments (1990), acclaimed 
organologist Margaret Kartomi called for a more concerted effort at ethnomethodological or 
ethnoscientific instrument classification. She notes that, by converting an understanding of another 
people’s system of classification to our own, we are apt to lose the important information contained 
within the original system and thereby suffer a significant lack of understanding. “Classifications,” 
Kartomi states (1990:7), “are often synopses or terse accounts of a culture’s, subculture’s or individual’s 
deep-seated ideas about music and instruments, as well as, in some cases, philosophical, religious, and 
social beliefs. In fact taxonomical organology is far from being a dry, clinical study and is better not 
approached in a purely formalist fashion.” While my dissertation is not an organological ethnography per 
se, taxonomical organology is central to its thesis. I do not examine full systems of classification, but 
rather the contested classification of a single instrument and its cross-boundary effect within and outside 
the South Caucasus region.  
 Kartomi writes that, “Classifications express in condensed form […] a culture’s or subculture’s 
concept of what instruments are and mean in their musical, social, or musical and social context” 
(Kartomi 1990:13). What I encountered was an instrument in triplicate, differentiated by three names, but 
active in multiple socio-musical, regional, and international contexts. The Georgian and Azerbaijani 
musicians and music lovers that I talked with during my work often remarked that they were the original 
cultural owners of the instrument, which had then been “stolen” by the others in the region. While such 
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comments belie a culturally possessive stance toward the instrument and its use, they also reveal an 
underlying understanding that these regional triplets are actually the same physical instrument. How else 
could you claim it “stolen”? Though the issue makes the conversation of ownership more heated because 
national pride is at stake, it is a starting place that, emphasized correctly, also has the power to bring the 
people of these countries closer together.  
 Ownership relies heavily upon proof of possession. Therefore, any attempt to complete a 
comprehensive study of a cultural object must consider the presentation of its history, its origin, and 
trajectories. In the case of the balaban, however, this has proved difficult. Simply put, there is a general 
lack of information, which in itself provokes intriguing questions. I found that there is almost nothing 
written about the balaban in English.13 True, the Caucasus is a region only recently opened to Western 
scholars, and the balaban is not an instrument that immediately shouts its presence to outsiders. It is also 
true that the scarcity of information in English should not excessively bother ethnographers, who are 
expected to learn the languages of the region in which they do their research. The problem is that I found 
scholarship to be scarce in Russian and Azeri, as well. My argument is that the marked scarcity of 
documented information on this instrument’s history in the region, together with the growing nationalistic 
element of cultural ownership in the South Caucasus since the disintegration of the Soviet Union, has 
created an emotionally charged situation in which many shared cultural trappings could become lightning 
rods for nationalist politics. The balaban/duduk/duduki, however, can be uniquely characterized as an 
“object” capable of both conducting and dissipating that charge. 
 Chapter three focuses exclusively on the balaban of Azerbaijan, and looks more closely at the 
physical nature of the instrument by taking the reader inside an instrument-making workshop in Baku and 
describing the process of balaban construction. I then discuss the materials traditionally used in 
                                                
13 Beyond scattered music dictionary definitions and brief encyclopedic entries (namely in the Garland 
Encyclopedia of World Music), the only information available in English on the Azerbaijani balaban is found within 
compact disc liner notes and on various personal internet sites (which cannot be relied on as academically 
trustworthy or necessarily accurate). One exception is the English section of the Turkish instructional guide, 
Balaban Metodu (2008) by Alihan Samedov. But this text is not easily available (it was sent to me as a personal gift) 
and includes my own fieldwork photos of the instrument’s construction, so has had limited effect on my research.  
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constructing the balaban, namely apricot wood and cane reed, and relate these materials to important 
spiritual and musical elements of Azerbaijani history. In addition, the availability and quality of these 
materials is related to their geographical placement within the South Caucasus region, of which they are 
native. In the case of the balaban, its materials are linked to the region of Nagorny Karabakh, the 
contested and Armenian-occupied area internal to Azerbaijan. The instrument’s connection to this 
territorial hotbed introduces the field of ethnic conflict to the dissertation. Given chapter two’s focus on 
the instrument’s shared organological classification and corresponding issues of cultural ownership, the 
additional layer of territorial conflict involving key areas of material resources—such as the wood used in 
the construction of this instrument—helps to explain the importance of the balaban as an entry point into 
the geopolitics of the region, a topic that becomes more and more salient as the chapters progress.  
 Chapter four shifts focus from the physical to the sonic qualities of the balaban, duduk, and 
duduki. Many musical instruments produce highly emotive effects; violins are known for their uncanny 
ability to mimic the subtle emotions of the human voice and flutes can capture the twitterings of birds. 
Being a musician myself, originally a flutist, I have no argument with this. The sonic qualities of the 
balaban, however, stir a particular range of powerful emotions, and so timbre became a significant 
element of my analysis. While seeking to avoid a universalist stance on the emotions evoked in listeners 
by this instrument, I proceed with chapter four from the premise that the general construction of this 
instrument’s body and reed portend a set of sonic parameters that, according to properties of physics and 
acoustics, produce a consistently unique timbre. My argument is that, via indexical associations—be they 
individual or collective—unique sounds can become attached to spheres of meaning, which may then in 
turn become related to each other. Part of my analysis in this chapter considers how this might occur, and 
this topic continues to be addressed and analyzed through the final chapters of the dissertation.  
 Following a brief scientific definition and analysis of timbre, chapter four examines the 
phenomenon of timbre from two vantage points: first, factors that influence the musician’s production of 
timbre, and second, the primary emotions triggered by this timbre for a given listener in the Caucasus. My 
objective is to address both scientific/physical and philosophical/psychological aspects of timbre. In 
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dealing with the latter, I highlight the work of Cornelia Fales. Her article, “The Paradox of Timbre” 
(2002), pinpoints a gap in the ethnomusicological study of sound, as she pulls data from various scientific 
resources and uses them to reveal the important difference between measured timbre and perceived 
timbre, for a greater understanding of the significance of sound in a given musical culture. As she states, 
her goal “is to roughly map out a neglected area of the musical experience, establishing coordinates to be 
filled in with richer ethnographic study” (Fales 2002:59). I hope my research succeeds in filling parts of 
this lacuna.  
 It was Fales’s assertion that timbre is experienced phenomenally that most grabbed my attention 
and led me into further thought and analysis. However, Fales equates “phenomenal experience” with the 
term perceptualization, which she defines as “the process by which necessary interpretive elements are 
identified, created, and combined with acoustic properties of the environment to create auditory precepts.” 
She continues, explaining that, “a great deal of perceptualizing energy is directed toward removing 
inconsistencies, enhancing or subduing sounds according to their importance, and arranging other 
alterations that ensure a confidence-inspiring transformation of the acoustic into the perceptual world” 
(Fales 2002:63–64). While Fales’s inquiry is instructive and, in relation to her treatment of Alan 
Merriam’s “Whispered Inanga (Inanga Chuchotee)” recordings, provides a way to talk about the capacity 
for shift in a listener’s cognitive ear, I was unconvinced that the shift was more than just a cognitive re-
tuning of the ear to physical qualities of sound that actually exist. I was more excited by the potential 
understanding offered by Fales’s claim that an indexical phenomonality could be fundamental to the way 
humans perceive timbre.  
 Following this inquiry into the science of timbre, chapter four then moves to a discussion of the 
relationship between timbre and emotion with regard to the balaban and its siblings, the duduk and 
duduki, in the South Caucasus. Emotion, I am arguing, is key to an analysis of music for its connection to 
self-identity and social interaction. As the editors of the book Emotion, Politics and Society insist, 
emotions are central to comprehending the social and political world at all levels (Clarke 2006:8). I join 
other ethnomusicologists in embracing the belief that music and emotion share direct and powerful 
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connections with each other, and use Steven Feld’s Sound and Sentiment (1982) in this chapter as a 
springboard from which to discuss particular meanings embedded in the sound of the Azerbaijani balaban 
and Armenian duduk.14  
 What has intrigued me most, however, is the strong connection between emotion and social 
politics as mediated through musical culture. The second half of chapter four, therefore, highlights just 
such a mediated connection, between the sound of the balaban and the commemoration of one of 
Azerbaijan’s more recent and most sorrowful national holidays. In my analysis of emotion, its 
connections and influence on cultural politics, I draw upon Sara Ahmed’s notion of the “dynamic nature 
of surfacing,” by which, she explains, “emotions create the very surfaces and boundaries that allow all 
kinds of objects to be delineated” (Ahmed 2004:10, 26). “Such objects,” she explains, “become sticky, or 
saturated with affect, as sites of personal and social tension” (Ahmed 2004:11). Ahmed’s book, The 
Cultural Politics of Emotion, seeks to track “how words for feeling, and objects of feeling,15 circulate and 
generate effects: how they move, stick and slide. We move, stick and slide with them,” she argues 
(Ahmed 2004:14). In the case of my subject, the balaban, I found that I was strongly confronted with an 
“object of feeling.” More than anything else, this musical instrument is about the feelings it generates or 
reawakens through the power of its sound.  
 Chapter five looks at music as a form of cultural currency and examines how that currency 
becomes political. I present three case studies that highlight the balaban, duduk, and duduki, either for 
their express use or for the pointed absence of the instrument. In the course of these analyses, I focus on 
how the nations of the South Caucasus are positioning and promoting themselves vis-à-vis Europe and, 
via UNESCO (the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), the larger 
international community. In essence, each case illustrates a different approach to cultural advertisement 
through music.   
                                                
14 Other ethnomusicologists who have stressed the connections between music and emotion in their work include 
Becker (2004), Perman (2008), and Turino (2008, 1983).  
15 Italics added here for my emphasis. 
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 In the first, I focus on cultural currency as actual monetary currency. On January 1, 2006, 
Azerbaijan formally and officially transitioned its manat into, it can be argued, a version of the European 
Union’s euro. In fact, an anonymous writer for the “money” section of the website “A to Z of Azerbaijan” 
claims that Azerbaijanis now refer to their new manat as “the Caucasian euro.”16 I admit that I never 
heard this reference while in country; I only found it later through internet searching, and then only as 
part of a short entry in a specialty blog titled “Some interesting facts about paper money.”17 This writer 
(“nutmegcollector”), however, had simply copied the information presented on the “A to Z” site. The 
internet is a dodgy resource for data, but regardless of the issues surrounding the potential validity or 
commonality of this phrase, it highlights the reason for my case study. There are strong connections of 
collaboration and similarity between the currencies of the EU and Azerbaijan, and my argument is that 
this is no coincidence. In addition, and equally important to this dissertation, is the fact that the new one-
manat bill has been dedicated to music and prominently features some of Azerbaijan’s traditional 
instruments. 
 Next, I analyze the awards given to Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia by UNESCO, through the 
organization’s “Masterpieces of Oral and Intangible Heritage” program. These three countries received 
recognition in consecutive rounds of masterpiece selection. Finally, in the third case study, I address the 
phenomenon of the Eurovision Song Contest and analyze the 2008 entries from Armenia, Azerbaijan, and 
Georgia. The year 2008 is special because it was the first Eurovision competition to include entries from 
all three South Caucasus states. By observing how these countries are choosing to make emblematic 
commodities of their own music, as a set of cultural goods for self-promotion in Europe and on the 
international scene, these three studies in self-promotion counterbalance the foreign commoditization of 
the balaban’s sound that is analyzed in my final chapter. 
 Chapter six, then, follows the balaban outside the regional borders of the South Caucasus and 
beyond the Eurasian continent, analyzing how its sound has become a commodity in the media 
                                                
16  “Money” http://www.azerb.com/az-mone.html, accessed 10 March 2008. 
17  “The Caucasian Euro” http://nutmegcollector.blogspot.com/2008_03_01_archive.html, accessed 26 October 
2009. 
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soundscape of America’s late-twentieth- and early twenty-first-century popular culture. This chapter deals 
with the commoditization of sound—more specifically timbre—in the marketing and manipulation of 
emotion for social and political purposes, outside the instrument’s original context. What I present is a 
series of studies in the trafficking or “circulation” of timbre, as the editors Marcus and Myers describe it 
in their introduction to The Traffic in Culture (1995). The analysis of such circulation, they explain, 
“provides perspective on the ‘social life of things’ (Appadurai 1986), by putting objects and their 
identities in motion and showing their broadest paths of circulation through a diversity of contexts” 
(Marcus 1995:34).  
 In considering how sound circulates and becomes a commodity, I am especially indebted to Igor 
Kopytoff for his work, “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in Appadurai’s 
edited volume, The Social Life of Things (1986). I have borrowed several of Kopytoff’s terms in my own 
attempt to explain the phenomenon I see happening with the application of the balaban’s unique timbre in 
today’s media landscape. His use of singularization and commoditization, as opposite positions in the 
process by which “objects” become commodities, or slide in and out of commodity status, allow and 
account for changes in those commodities as they move in and out of new contexts. In the process of 
commoditization that I analyze, I argue that the instrument’s timbre is being trafficked and re-socialized 
for consumption. Its new audiences, often having no references to attach to what they hear, are then easily 
manipulated by the new contexts that give the instrument’s sound new and sometimes inappropriate 
meaning. 
 I start with the Hollywood film industry and the use of the duduk in the blockbuster movie 
Gladiator (2000). This is followed by a thorough analysis of the placement of the instrument’s timbre 
within the movie’s plot and its inextricable connections to the emotions of its main character. I then 
briefly acknowledge and discuss the power inherent in the “exoticness” of certain musical sounds, that is, 
sounds that are new to us—whoever and from wherever the “us” happens to be. Regardless of exotic 
qualities, it must be stressed that the power of sound (exotic or otherwise) is inherently neither positive 
nor negative. To quote ethnomusicologist John Blacking, “The sounds of certain timbres, of patterns of 
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melody or harmony, or of groups of instruments do not have absolute meaning in themselves” (Blacking 
1995:41). Hence, I follow my analysis of the Gladiator soundtrack—which shows a pattern of timbral 
usage which, while created with considerable cultural ignorance, smoothly corresponds to and directs a 
set of emotions culturally appropriate to the instrument—with the analysis of a political campaign 
advertisement soundtrack that was clearly meant to strike fear in the hearts of its viewer-listeners.   
 Finally, in the last section of chapter six, I dive headlong into the world of science fiction and 
dissect the use of the duduk’s timbre through the first season of the television series Battlestar Galactica. 
The phenomenon that I find fascinating about the sound’s use in this series is that the story’s context—at 
once separated from the instrument’s cultural and historic ties, as from earth and planetary life in 
general—forces a re-conceptualization of the sound’s meaning on the part of the composer/s, and 
therefore also an aural re-conditioning of the viewing audience. Such a re-conditioning becomes 
necessary so that viewers are able to “read” the soundtrack as the subtext of the visual and emotional 
actions taking place episode-to-episode.  
 In the case of both the Gladiator and Battlestar Galactica soundtracks, it is the duduk and not the 
balaban which is listed in the credits. I want to stress, however, that this detail in no way affects my 
assessment, because the physical instrument is never visually presented in either of these productions. Nor 
is it introduced in any other way to the viewer but through its sound. It is the instrument’s sound, 
ultimately, that is the primary subject of this dissertation, and this unique timbral quality is shared among 
the three variants of this south Caucasian instrument. Additional arguments, stressing the crucial 
similarities between these variants, are presented throughout the earlier chapters of this work and will 
help inform these final case studies. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
The Balaban: Its Sonic and Affective Personality 
 
 
 
Defining the “Balaban” 
 The Azerbaijani balaban is a double reed wind instrument constructed in two parts: a long, 
cylindrically bored, wooden body and a wide, double reed mouthpiece made from native-grown cane. It is 
an instrument traditionally played by men, and though it occupies a relatively unassuming place within 
Azerbaijan’s contemporary musical culture, it is arguably their most versatile instrument as well as being 
among their most ancient. The balaban performs more of Azerbaijan’s musical genres than any other 
traditional instrument: aşıq repertory, muğam,1 folk music, classical compositions, wedding music, and 
funerary pieces. Beyond its versatility, the balaban remains a modest and deceptive instrument. Its overall 
presentation and construction, from basic materials, produce a surprisingly complex and rich sound. Due 
to its no-frills appearance, one might assume that it is an instrument not especially difficult to learn to 
play, but this, too, is where it surprises. I gradually came to realize that the balaban’s complexity and 
subtlety increase exponentially as one acquires more skill in playing it. This is partly due to the wide 
width and capriciousness of its mouthpiece and partly due to the fluidity employed in the use of its 
limited finger holes, to achieve the full range of pitches and ornaments required by its wide musical 
repertoire.  
                                                
1 Ethnomusicologist Inna Naroditskaya has written what I consider the best and most comprehensive definition of 
muğam. I include it here: 
 The word mugham has many meanings. Mugham is a modal system serving as the foundation 
 for diverse types of Azerbaijanian music including folk and art traditions, composed pieces and 
 pop music. It is an anthology of melodies, themes, motifs, and  rhythmic gestures. Simultaneously 
 mugham is a musical genre that weds orally transmitted music with classical written poetry. A 
 mugham composition is a succession of improvised recitations interspersed with songs and dance-
 like episodes. In addition, is a performing tradition identified with specific settings and purposes. 
 The art of mugham involves particular social relationships—master and disciple, soloist and 
 instrumentalist. The complexity of the mugham concept is inseparable from the history of the 
 people to whom it belongs (2002:3–4). 
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 In describing the Azerbaijani balaban, I will present it as physically the same instrument as the 
duduk of Armenia and the duduki2 of Georgia. While the first is the subject of my research, my aim is not 
to place it above either of the latter, but rather to place all three, in terms of appearance and timbre, on an 
even playing field and demonstrate how they are more like siblings, one to another, than they are 
competing strangers. First of all, these three “siblings” share a host of important physical characteristics. 
Each is traditionally made from the same physical materials—apricot wood and the same native cane 
reed. In each case the standard length of the instrument varies only slightly, from 34.5–35.5 cm. Each has 
a rough diameter of 2 cm, which tapers slightly at the bottom and widens slightly at the top to 
accommodate the reed, and in each case that reed is comparable in length and width.3 Granted, the 
standard Georgian duduki is a B-flat instrument, its length being 35.5 cm, as opposed to Azerbaijan’s B-
scaled balaban, only 35 cm in length, and Armenia’s A-scaled duduk, 34.5 cm. It should also be noted 
that these measurements only describe the size of the instrument considered standard in each of these 
cultures. The Armenians, Georgians, and Azerbaijanis each have a contemporary tradition of expanding 
the range of their instrument to include both smaller and larger versions. 
 The balaban, duduk, and duduki each have ten holes, which include both a thumbhole at the top 
backside of the instrument, and a variable hole, positioned at the lower end of the instrument. This lower 
hole can be placed on either the front or back of the body. Where this last hole is placed may vary but this 
is not culture-specific, as evidenced by the fact that even within the individual instrument-making 
traditions of these cultures there is variation. This point is likewise highlighted by Sheram Comfort, 
author of the main information page at the Armenian duduk website, duduk.com, who writes, “There is a 
tenth hole that is needed for tuning, and depending on the maker it can be located on the top or on the 
                                                
2 Duduki is the grammatically correct name for the Georgian variant of the instrument. The final –i is a nominative 
case ending, which may be otherwise confusing to Slavic language speakers, who might interpret it as a plural 
construction. The root word, however, is duduk, which is the same as the Armenian name for the instrument.  
3 Measurements for the Armenian duduk were taken from Nercessian (2001:115). The other measurements were 
taken from my own collection of instruments from the region. 
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bottom of the instrument (Master Karlen, ‘MKS’, and Master Souren, ‘SAM’, put their holes on the 
bottom, while Master Ruben, ‘RR’, puts his on the top).”4 
 Among standard sized instruments, variations in appearance include ornate silver rings or 
encasements, and carvings around the wooden body of the instrument (Plate 2.1). For the Azerbaijani 
balaban, the carving or etching of rings around the instrument’s body is a common feature. They are 
typically thin and grouped in threes, extending at intervals down the full length of the instrument. The 
Georgian and Armenian variants that I have seen, on the other hand, either have rings only at the very top 
and very bottom of their bodies, or are void of any such etching.   
                     
        
 
  Plate 2.1: A Georgian duduki and zurna (conical) with silver embellishments. 
 Photo by Natasha Kipp; staged by Zauri. 
  
 If the reed has been reinforced with leather strips along its edges, due to slight cracks that 
commonly occur in the reed-making process, the color of leather can also help distinguish one national 
variant from another. From my own observations the Azerbaijanis tend to prefer red leather, the 
Georgians, black, while Armenians seem to prefer a beige-dyed leather. Here again, however, these color 
distinctions are not consistent. The wood of the Georgian dudukis that I have seen is stained, being a 
                                                
4 http://duduk.com/Arm-music-ins/Duduk/Duduk-Info/index.html, accessed 13 November 2009. 
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darker brown to a brown-black, while Azerbaijani balabans and Armenian duduks are typically left 
unstained and are simply oiled to expose the rich, natural, red-brown glow of the apricot wood (the wood 
of choice). In addition, I have seen both balabans and Georgian dudukis made from ebony wood, though 
in neither case is this the most common choice. The point is that these additions and variations are neither 
consistent in, nor exclusive to, any of these three cultures. If you are close enough to the instrument and 
know what to look for, you might see that the top of the Georgian duduki is slightly more bulbous than 
the top of the Azerbaijani balaban, and that the top of the Armenian duduk is more tapered or shallot-
shaped than either of the other two. The only way to label these instruments by sight, therefore, is to 
notice their edges and then make a guess.  
Organological Classification 
  Continuing this assessment of the physical similarities between the balaban, duduk, and duduki, I 
turn now to issues of organological classification and taxonomy. Geneviève Dournon explains the field of 
organology as  
 . . . primarily the study of actual musical instruments (inventory, 
terminology, classification, description of construction, shapes and 
technique of playing) but the study cannot disregard musical production 
(the analysis of acoustic phenomena and musical scales) or data on the 
use of the instrument, socio-cultural factors and beliefs which determine 
that use or the status and training of the players. Even study of the 
symbolism and aesthetics of the instrument, both as an artistic object and 
a musical ‘tool,’ are relevant to organology (Myers 1992:247). 
 
Different systems of organological classification capture the important features outlined above by 
Dournon to varying extents. The earliest systems, those developed by V. C. Mahillon in 1893 for museum 
use and a later system adapted from Mahillon’s by Sachs and Hornbostel in 1914, for musicological and 
ethnographic use, are very basic. They classify instruments as static, morphological objects within clearly 
delineated categories (Kartomi 1990:163–64). Dournon herself offers a similar system of classification, 
based on more than twenty years of her own personal experience with organological work. In presenting 
her system, Dournon states that her “sole aim is to provide the museum curator, the ethnomusicologist 
and the student with a guide making it possible to identify any (acoustic) instrument, whether in current 
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use or obsolete” (Myers 1992:254). She provides a clear list of instrument categories, drawing 
substantially from both Mahillon, and Sachs and Hornbostel.  
 Significantly, Dournon gives coded reference examples for both the balaban and the zurna, and 
in doing so confirms my classification of the Azerbaijani balaban—that it be categorized taxonomically 
with the duduk and duduki, as the same physical instrument. She categorizes and details these 
instruments, respectively, as 412.31, a reed aerophone with a double-beating reed (lamella) and a 
cylindrically bored body, and 412.32, a reed aerophone with a double-beating reed and a conically bored 
body. The first she labels balaman—a name variant which will be discussed later in this chapter—listing 
both Azerbaijan and Armenia as its country of ownership, while the second, the zurna, Dournon identifies 
as originating in West Asia (Myers 1992:284–85). The static nature of such a classification system 
demonstrates how inclusively it can group instruments of different musical cultures under the same set of 
numbers or instrument type, as is the case here. There are, however, organological classification systems 
that allow for much greater specificity. The danger of some of these highly detailed systems, however, is 
that they can be more culturally detrimental than they are musicologically helpful, and for the balaban in 
particular there is a fine line to tread.    
 Kartomi highlights two categories of organological classification, explaining them as “subfields 
of taxonomy” originally derived from the work of biologist Ernst Mayr (Kartomi 1990:30). The first of 
these subfields, macrotaxonomy, comprises “the methods and principles by which kinds of organisms are 
. . . arranged in the form of classifications.” For organologists, this subfield includes systems that use a 
top-down approach to instrument organization. The second subfield consists of microtaxonomical 
systems: “the methods and principles by which kinds of organisms are recognized and delimited,” which 
in organology are those systems that offer a more detail-oriented, bottom-up approach to organization, 
and are grouped under the term typology (Kartomi 1990:30, 200). The connection here between the field 
of biology and that of musical instrument classification, though unexpected, is not random. It is a link that 
needs highlighting, especially in the case of the instruments I am addressing and particularly because I am 
analyzing them as living cultural objects—objects that have “personality” and are continually acquiring 
   
    32 
new layers of meaning and symbolism, as I shall demonstrate. Neither has this connection been ignored 
by contemporary organologists, as Kartomi explains. “The increasing realization that instruments are not 
just static objects but are products of human culture and therefore resemble living organisms and are 
subject to continual change both in their parts and as a whole,” she writes, led to a significant shift in the 
twentieth-century work of instrument scholars (Kartomi 1990:31). Part of this shift included the increased 
use of more exclusive microtaxonomical, or typological, systems of instrument analysis.   
 My argument is that the balaban, duduk, and duduki are not only categorized macro-
taxonomically as the same musical instrument, but that though each of these cultures might apply a 
microtaxonomical system to argue their claims of difference, they can also be classified 
microtaxonomically as the same instrument. I do not state this lightly and my conclusion is not based 
solely on physical characteristics. As Dournon stresses, 
If taxonomy and terminology are of primary importance in organology 
and constitute a necessary stage in research, any kind of classification 
system must become part of a wider perspective. The study of musical 
instruments is a complex process which must combine two main aspects. 
The first concerns the identification and description of the characteristics 
of the ‘tool’ which produces the sound . . . . The second aspect embraces 
many data of a different order, but essential regarding the geo-cultural 
origin and use of the instrument, the playing techniques, the musical 
rendering and the social context (Myers 1992:289–90). 
 
The issue of “geo-cultural origin” with regard to this shared instrument is terribly problematic and will be 
tackled at different points throughout this dissertation. One might say it is the central dilemma and the 
initial driving force behind my research. Aspects of the issue’s multi-faceted complexity are revealed 
through both playing technique and “musical rendering,” to which I now turn. 
Playing Technique 
 Stated briefly, the manner of playing the balaban, duduk, and duduki in each of their respective 
cultures is not highly distinctive, one from another. It is nearly impossible, for example, to distinguish by 
audio recording (tone quality and technique alone) which of these instruments is being played, or the 
ethnicity of the musician. More distinction can be found in cultural tendencies toward certain musical 
textures and repertoire, but here again consistency is lacking and there is cultural overlap. The Georgians, 
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with their distinctive and harmonically complex, polyphonic vocal music, employ a similar style of 
polyphony when playing the duduki, and it is not unusual to see various sizes of the instrument playing 
together. From what I experienced during my short time in Tbilisi, standard Georgian folk tunes played 
on the duduki often involve three instruments, frequently of varying size, each playing an independent 
melodic line. Even young beginner students, like the 10-year-old Georgian boy whose lesson I was 
privileged to observe, are directed almost immediately to play memorized tunes to the accompaniment of 
their teacher’s contrapuntal line. This develops both the students’ focus and trains their ears as they 
struggle to hold the capricious pitch of their own instrumental line against their teacher’s changing 
melody. This is not the only musical texture that the Georgians use with regard to the duduki, however. 
Other textures resemble those preferred by the Azerbaijanis and the Armenians.  
 Azerbaijan, in contrast to Georgia, does not have a tradition of polyphonic singing. The main 
traditional musical texture for the balaban is diaphonic, with one instrument soloing while a second 
balaban of the same size sounds a sustained or slowing modulating drone underneath. The player of this 
second balaban is known as the dәmkeş (demkesh) and the drone he plays is called the dәm (dem). This 
diaphonic musical texture is also common in Armenia. Both Nercessian and Comfort describe such an 
arrangement. The former explains that, 
In solo playing the duduk is invariably accompanied by a drone . . . 
Players never change roles, although a drone player may be a melody 
player depending on the status of his partner. The drone player is often 
the student of the melody player, but there are many exceptions 
(Nercessian 2001:75). 
 
Likewise, Comfort offers the following:  
It is interesting to note that in Armenia, duduks are traditionally played 
in pairs, with one person playing the melody and one person playing a 
continuous drone note called the “dam,” or “damkash”. In Armenia, it is 
common for the student to hold the note for the teacher as part of his 
learning the instrument because it helps to develop the muscles, as well 
as to perfect their intonation.5  
 
                                                
5 http://duduk.com/Arm-music-ins/Duduk/Duduk-Info/index.html, subsection heading “Playing the duduk,” 
accessed 13 November 2009. 
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As a student on the balaban, I too was required to play sustained tones under the melody of my teacher as 
part of my training. In Azerbaijan I learned that the role of the professional dәmkeş can be a thankless job. 
Not only is a very precise sense of intonation required, a good dәmkeş has also learned circular breathing, 
and must know, musically, when to change his pitch in relation to the melody and improvisations of the 
primary instrument. For all this skill, it is typically the solo balabanci who garners the praise. Regardless 
of the textural ideal for this instrument, in each of these countries it is also common to find the balaban, 
duduk, and duduki, singly or in pairs, within the multi-instrument folk music ensembles that are part of 
the region’s Soviet cultural legacy.  
 Playing technique is also largely shared. As the instrument is constructed of the same materials, 
in the same style, and through a similar process in each locale, it is not surprising that they also share 
techniques of embouchure and fingering. One aspect that cannot be manufactured into the instrument’s 
construction, however, is the flavor of musical ornamentation and an individual musician’s physical 
approach to the instrument through his airstream. The balaban is very sensitive. While this is due in part 
to its structural simplicity, it is the lack of keys that allows such a fine manipulation of the air passing 
under the fingers of the musician. The way the fingers approach this air as it flows through the instrument 
is part of what gives each nation’s performance practice a distinct accent or shading. Again, however, the 
differences are slight and can be found even within each of these musical cultures, so lines of division 
along ornamentation cannot be expected to follow lines of national sovereignty. Take for example, the 
playing styles on the balaban that I learned to distinguish in Azerbaijan, namely, the “classic” and “aşiq” 
styles. For the way in which they change the character of the music being performed, through the way the 
musician engages the air column of his instrument, they might be better termed “nuances of approach.” 
Perhaps the best way to explain the difference between these is to state that in the aşiq approach the 
fingers arrive “late” to their place of pitch articulation, while in the classical approach finger placement 
and pitch change happen concurrently. It is a slight alteration—more in feel or attitude than in actual 
timing. The pitch leading to each subsequent pitch becomes, in essence, an upper grace note, articulated 
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with that second pitch even as the fingers hesitate in making each pitch change. The effect is something 
akin to water rippling or gently cascading over small well-worn pebbles. 
 While the repertory of music and traditions of meaning that have grown up around this particular 
double reed instrument are not exactly the same in each of these three countries, the unity demonstrated 
by its shared physical nature, shared textural uses, and shared playing techniques is significant. My hope 
is that explication of all these factors will prove valuable in better understanding the cultural and political 
overlaps despite the divisions that currently plague this part of Eurasia. The physical differences between 
these three musical instruments are so minimal and so cosmetic when compared to the level of possessive 
animosity and competition that exists when the object’s cultural ownership is called into question among 
South Caucasians, that the situation points to a similar and significant discussion of regional paradoxes in 
de Waal’s book, Black Garden (2003).  
 De Waal describes, in his second chapter, the outbreak of hostilities preceding the Nagorny 
Karabakh war, and the difficulty many Azerbaijanis had in recognizing the Armenian “enemies” (once 
neighbors) that were living among them. Tragically, he explains the tactics that some violent Azerbaijanis 
would resort to, in order to verify the ethnicity of a potential victim.  
Soviet Armenians and Azerbaijanis can look very alike, in Sumgait6 they 
tended to converse in an indistinguishable Russian, and many of the 
Armenians also spoke good Azeri. Several Armenians managed to 
escape by successfully pretending to be Azerbaijani or Russian—
unwittingly exposing the absurd premise underlying ethnic violence, as 
well as saving their own lives. In the hunt for Armenians, angry young 
men stopped buses and cars and demanded to know if there were 
Armenians on board. To smoke out an Armenian, they would force the 
passenger to say the word fundukh (“hazelnut” in Azeri). Armenians had 
a reputation for not being able to pronounce the initial ‘f’ and turning it 
into a ‘p’ sound. In one courtyard, the rioters came upon a dinner being 
held for someone who had died forty days before, a wake known as a 
karasunk. The only way they could identify that the people at the table 
were worthy of attack was that they were eating bread—a custom that is 
apparently forbidden for Azerbaijanis at a karasunk (de Waal 2003:36).    
 
                                                
6 Sumgait is a city in Azerbaijan, located north of Baku along the coast of the Caspian Sea. It was an industrial 
center during Soviet times and is now a relative wasteland of rusting factories and chemical depots. 
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Just as the conflict that erupted over Nagorny Karabakh deepened, and maybe even caused, ethnic rifts 
and the forced reorganization and separation of people in the Caucasus, so too has this musical instrument 
become a tool for greater cultural division. Both cases illustrate a tragic paradox: the more shared 
something is, the more the energy that needs to be expended towards “proving” its exclusivity, and the 
more heated and explosive the feelings that develop as a result, on either side. I harbor no illusions that I 
can singlehandedly end a conflict as multilayered as the current stalemate over Nagorny Karabakh, but 
perhaps highlighting the nature and shared significance of this instrument, for each party involved, as a 
parallel to what is happening within the larger interethnic conflicts of the region, is a step toward 
disarming such “tools.”  
 In Bourdieu’s The Field of Cultural Production (1993), the author analyzes the hierarchical 
positioning of art and literature in space and time as a jostling of objects, each vying for a canonic 
position more privileged than the others around it. Though his subject and analysis are different, he makes 
a powerful statement appropriate to my discussion as well. (In the interests of my topic, please note that I 
am replacing Bourdieu’s “writer” with the word “instrument.”) He states, “the field of cultural production 
is the site of struggles in which what is at stake is the power to impose the dominant definition of the 
[instrument] and therefore to delimit the population of those entitled to take part in the struggle to define 
the [instrument]” (Bourdieu 1993:42). What we are dealing with here is a territorial struggle between 
nations that have harnessed the political and social power of “culture” in order to better stake their claims. 
The name of this instrument, being its most distinct feature of differentiation in this region, is the most 
salient way of defining it, as well. Part of the struggle, then, involves efforts by these nations to “define” 
the instrument not only by stressing its “proper” name, but by promoting and claiming it as an original 
product of their respective cultures.  
Introducing the Azerbaijani Balaban 
 Since my fieldwork was conducted almost solely in Azerbaijan, it is only proper that I introduce 
the personality of the balaban as I grew to know and understand it, as a living cultural object in that 
nation. As much as possible I will offer comparative data on the duduki of Georgia and the duduk of 
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Armenia from personal experiences and secondary sources. These outside sources, however, are 
unfortunately scarce. My first-hand knowledge of the Georgian duduki, albeit limited, is a product of two 
short trips to Tbilisi made during my fieldwork. In the course of the second trip, late in October 2006, I 
was overjoyed to locate a duduki maker and teacher, well known among classical wind players at the 
Tbilisi Music Conservatory. This master, Zauri, was also the director of a duduki ensemble at the former 
Soviet-style Youth Palace that still sat along Rustaveli Avenue, the main thoroughfare through Georgia’s 
capital. Just as those I had seen in Baku, this Youth Palace had been converted into a cultural center—
offering classes and services similar to what one would have expected during Soviet times. Once Zauri 
had been located, I was privileged to spend the better part of an afternoon with him, witnessing his style 
of duduki pedagogy with another, much younger student; taking a lesson with him myself; and conversing 
with him on topics related to the history and nature of the instrument. I have also gained valuable 
information on Georgian music and the duduki, through the work of ethnomusicologist Nino Tsitsishvili 
(2007, 2009). 
 The primary resource for my current understanding of the Armenian duduk has been The Duduk 
and National Identity in Armenia, by Andy Nercessian (2001). Though a small book of only 125 pages, it 
currently stands alone in offering English speakers an understanding of the meaning of the duduk for the 
Armenian people. Other sources have included articles from the Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, 
as well as data from compact disc liner notes, and select internet news and information sites. Throughout 
the discussion that follows, the reader will notice that I move back-and-forth between these reed triplets, 
treating them as a single physical object.  My argument, presented throughout the dissertation, is that the 
differences between the balaban, duduk and duduki are either cosmetic or culturally constructed, rather 
than organologically significant.    
One of a Trio 
 The balaban is one of a tight trio of traditional wind instruments found in Azerbaijan. The other 
two are the zurna and tutәk. Though visually distinctive from each other, and more like cousins than 
siblings, I group these instruments together for three reasons. First, they are all aerophones; second, they 
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are constructed from a shared set of materials; and third, the mechanics by which they are played are 
partially transferable from one to the other. Just as a classical orchestral flutist can transfer his/her skills to 
the piccolo and learn to play that second instrument proficiently in a very short amount of time, so it is 
with the balaban player who decides to add the zurna and tutәk to his arsenal of musical tools.7 In both 
cases the embouchure and air steam need to be adjusted, but the fingerings are largely shared. 
 The structure of the balaban is comprised of two parts. As mentioned earlier, these consist of a 
long, key-less, cylindrically bored body, traditionally made from apricot wood, and a wide, double-reed 
mouthpiece made from native-grown cane reed. The zurna is also traditionally made from apricot wood. 
Its body differs from that of the balaban and can be easily distinguished by the way it slightly flares, 
trumpet-like, along the length of the instrument. Like the balaban it has a double reed that, while much 
smaller and more delicate, is made from the same cane material as that of the balaban. I learned in the 
workshop that the main difference between these reed mouthpieces is that the cane is harvested at a much 
younger age for the zurna. The tutәk is simpler in construction, being made from a single length of mature 
cane or carved from apricot wood. It is similar in form to the standard balaban, being slightly shorter but 
of the same diameter. The tutәk, however, does not have a separate mouthpiece. Instead, the upper end is 
cut at an angle and left open to be fitted with a sloping wooden plug that allows a slit for blowing (Figure 
2.1). 
                                                
7 I have purposefully used the masculine pronoun in reference to the balaban musician here, as will also be noticed 
in other chapters. In Azerbaijan it is the men who play balaban, as well as the zurna and tutәk. While I never learned 
of any official regulations preventing a woman from learning or becoming a musician on any of these instruments, I 
have never met or learned of any such female Azerbaijani musicians, and was myself considered quite an anomaly 
(though never discouraged).  
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  Figure 2.1: Sketch of the balaban, tutәk and zurna, showing basic shape differences 
  Image by Natasha Kipp.  
 
 
 While fingering patterns are shared between these three instruments, a musician still needs to 
approach them individualistically, and this, paradoxically, is also why I group them together here. I found 
that the attitude required in playing these instruments shifts dramatically from one to the other. The main 
reason for this is not the changing repertoire or genre of music so much as it is due to the necessary 
alterations of breath support and embouchure. In this regard, therefore, it helps to think of these three 
wind instruments as close cousins—despite similarities of materials, size, and fingering, their social 
context and their personalities are completely divergent. During my fieldwork experience, I became more 
aware of the balaban’s distinct personality by gaining a greater understanding of its two “cousins.” That 
being said, I now present them to you as personalities. Each is best suited to certain repertoire, its own 
context and environment, and most importantly, to its own sphere of emotions. The zurna is brash, loud, 
jovial, and militaristic. The tutәk is airy, easy-going, often flippant, and yet prone to pathos and soliloquy. 
In contrast, the balaban is reflective, sincere, solemn, and highly intellectual. If the zurna could be 
likened to the soldier, or sportsman, the tutәk would be the secretly sensitive but nonetheless mischievous 
prankster, and the balaban would be the reserved, compassionate philosopher. 
 The zurna is best suited for outdoor use. The tone it produces is rather nasal and has a particular 
insistence. The zurna essentially plays at one volume; its musician either has the breath support to achieve 
a pitch level and sustain it, or he doesn’t. There is no in-between with this instrument and hence there is 
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an all or nothing quality confronting the musician who moves from the balaban (or tutәk) to the zurna—I 
speak from personal experience. The instrument has little capacity for dynamics or other musical shaping 
and if one is fortunate to hear a zurnaçı play with such qualities, be assured, it is a true mark of his talent 
and control. The repertoire of the zurna consists largely of military and dance tunes and in this capacity it 
is traditionally accompanied by one or more nağaras (a barrel drum) and either one or more balabans or a 
second zurna. The addition of a balaban or an accompanying zurna serves to provide a drone base (dәm) 
over which the melody line of the principal zurna is able to build a shifting succession of intervals.   
 The dәm, which was mentioned earlier in the chapter with regard to musical texture, is strongly 
characteristic of both Azerbaijani solo muğam repertoire and folk music, whether played by an ensemble 
or simply a pair of wind musicians. In the case of the zurna, the underlying drone played by one or more 
additional reed instruments adds strength and seamlessness to the wall of sound projected by the melody 
instrument. In contrast, the effect of the dәm when it accompanies the music of a solo balaban creates a 
soft sonic atmosphere, enveloping the melody of the balabanci like a mist or fog through which the 
melody line rises and falls as it passes through the droned pitch. In both cases, part of what makes the 
dәm so effective is the attribute of seamless continuation, which is achieved on the part of the dәmkeş 
through circular breathing—a technique also often used by principal zurna and balaban musicians, as 
noted earlier. The pitch base provided by a dәmkeş must be steady and in tune at all times in order to best 
frame the melodic artistry and improvisation of the principal musician. This, as also previously 
mentioned, is especially difficult to do on instruments with reed mouthpieces that are notorious for 
changing pitch with increased levels of moisture—in other words, the longer you play them the more 
capricious they become.  
 The personality of the tutәk is much less intimidating than that of the zurna and much less serious 
than that of the balaban. Traditionally the instrument of Azerbaijan’s çobanlar (pastoral shepherds or 
“cowboys”), none of the farmhands I was able to meet while on a reed-collection excursion in rural 
central Azerbaijan could play the instrument, and they seemed to think my question amusing. Though a 
simple end-blown flute in construction, the virtuosic speed and subtlety possible on this instrument in the 
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hands of a master musician is positively thrilling. Sadly, not many musicians are known for their 
proficiency on the tutәk, one exception being Hasan Muharramov, who was perhaps better known as a 
zurnaci and who we know was living and performing as late as the 1960s.8 I attribute the general lack of 
well known musicians on this instrument to the relative status it has among its fellow winds in 
Azerbaijani musical culture, the social geography of its use in rural areas, and the social standing of the 
musicians who play the instrument as part of their daily lives and entertainment. What I noticed in 
Azerbaijani society was that no one plays the tutәk to earn money. Being a tutәkci has just not been, and is 
not currently, a marketable profession. 
 There is definitely a hierarchy among the traditional instruments in Azerbaijan, though perhaps 
unofficial. The reality of this fact became especially apparent during a July fieldwork trip to Genje, in 
western Azerbaijan. There I met Sәdnik Pasha Pirsultanlı, a self-published lifetime native ethnographer 
and seasoned Azerbaijani folklorist, who, in a conversation about the relationship between the tutәk and 
balaban, explained to me the following. “The tutәk,” he said in Russian, “is like an adam, while the 
balaban is like an insan.”9 The words adam and insan are Turkish/Azeri and if looked up in a basic 
Turkish-English dictionary mean “man, human being” and “human being, man” respectively. The result 
of such initial research would suggest the words are interchangeable, but Pirsultanlı was making a 
comparison and was clearly being specific. My in-country language skills were improving and I inferred 
the more specialized meaning of “man” versus “person,” but asked for clarification nonetheless. His 
response was an additional two words. This time one was in Russian and the other Azeri, taken from the 
Arabic. Pirsultanlı paired the tutәk with the Russian adjective dikii (дикий)—wild, uncultured, 
uncivilized—and the balaban with the Azeri/Arabic noun mәdәniyyәt—culture, civilization.  
                                                
8 The recordings of Muharramov that I located in the Baku, Azerbaijan State Sound Archive were labeled as having 
been recorded between 1961–62. 
9 I found it quite common in Azerbaijan to hear locals splice Azeri sentences with Russian words and vice versa, and 
to hear Azeri grammar meshed with Russian vocabulary—a common example being the transliterated phrase 
probkadayim, “I’m in a traffic jam”—generally speaking, there was constant code-switching between Azeri/Turkish 
and Russian. I sometimes noticed people switching languages every sentence or two during telephone conversations, 
and it all only confirmed for me what a necessity it was to have studied both myself, before venturing to the country 
for fieldwork. 
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 Combining the initial Turkic identifiers of adam and insan with this second set of descriptors, the 
ethnographer was comparing the tutәk to a simple, uncivilized, and assumedly uneducated man, and the 
balaban to a complex, civilized, culturally-developed individual. The comparison extends to the 
construction of these two instruments, in which the cane reed of the tutәk is left raw and relatively un-
worked, while the reed material of the balaban is carefully whittled, molded, and even cooked in the 
course of its production.10 While this multi-layered parallelism was not outlined by Pirsultanlı, it may 
well have been an underlying reason for the terms he chose in his explanation to me. As it was, it only 
occurred to me much, much later that he had chosen to reference these two instruments in personified 
terms, a designation which not only gives them a sense of personal identity, as living objects, but also 
illustrates an instrumental hierarchy that mirrors the social hierarchy of its musicians. 
 A better understanding of the relationship between the balaban and the zurna came in an 
unexpected way a month later, in conversation with Yakob Mәdәtov, director of the Azerbaijan State 
Archive of Sound Recordings (Sәs Arxivi). I had wondered aloud why there were so few recordings of the 
tutәk in the archive. Of the three traditional wind instruments, the zurna was best represented. Mәdәtov 
explained that the zurna was considered the most popular of the three instruments and that the balaban 
came second, commonly relegated to the position of dәmkesh for the zurnacı and, traditionally, was rarely 
featured as a soloist. He then likened the relationship between the two instruments to that between two 
traditional string instruments, the tar and kamancha, within the context of the muğam trio.11 Within this 
trio the melodic line of the vocalist takes first precedence, though a tight improvisational relationship of 
equals is quickly formed with the tarist. It is the job of the kamancha player, meanwhile, to improvise 
from musical material already introduced by the other two. As Mәdәtov iterated, “The kamancha is 
                                                
10 The opposition brings to mind Levi-Strauss and his binary concept of “the raw and the cooked,” or the natural 
versus the cultural product (1964).   
11 The tar is a strummed, lute-like instrument. Its body is figure-eight shaped, hollowed and covered with thin 
animal skin. This instrument is held horizontally across the chest when played. The kamancha is a fiddle-like 
instrument, held upright on the musician’s knee. It has a spherical body, which is hollowed and covered with fish 
skin. Though not crucial to the current discussion, the third instrument of the trio is the qaval, a hand-held frame 
drum which is played by the vocalist. The inner rim of the drum is decorated with small hanging rings that jingle 
more or less as the musician manipulates his/her rhythm and technique on the instrument. 
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second to the tar; it runs after the tar. The balaban also follows the zurna.” Such leader-follower musical 
behavior corresponds to the personalities of these winds as I have introduced them, with the zurna being 
the most aggressive. More importantly, however, is how the comment reillustrates the human 
characterisations used to define these instruments and to describe their musical relationships. 
 Having focused a full year of my fieldwork on the balaban and on learning to play it, I feel as if I 
know it now as if it were a person. It is a sensitive instrument, in contrast to the take-charge and slightly 
bombastic zurna. Nercessian quotes an Armenian duduk player, Vahan Kalstian, who compares the two 
instruments in this way, “The zurna can be played by anyone, it is a happy instrument and everybody 
knows how to have a good time, but not everybody can play the duduk. The duduk demands more of the 
player” (quoted in Nercessian 2001:57). The balaban is hesitant, sometimes apologetic but always sincere 
and confident in its convictions and emotions. Its sound has a nostalgic quality, causing many listeners to 
linger on memories and feelings of the past, while perhaps still accusing those listeners for leaving it 
alone in its own personal suffering, of not being able to fully feel what it is trying to express. In the 
context of Azerbaijani culture as I came to know it, it seems to exude the loss of friendships, family, 
beauty, stability, and even time through the sonic fibers of its timbre, even as it also honors the beauty 
and time that exist now.  
 Perhaps this personality is the reason why the sound of the balaban forms such a connection with 
those who have lived through experiences of hardship and loss, a phenomenon that will be explored 
throughout the following chapters. In fact, such a connection exists not only between many audiences and 
the instrument but commonly also between it and its musician. Djivan Gasparyan, internationally known 
as a master musician on the Armenian duduk, has claimed that, “If a man has had a good life, he cannot 
play the duduk well, it is just not possible” (quoted in Nercessian 2001:48). This connection between the 
instrument, human experience, and emotion is the focus of chapter four. In the meantime, it is fascinating 
to note the position of the balaban musician, and consider whether or not he holds a special responsibility 
for sincerity in approaching the instrument, since it has such capacity for empathizing with and conveying 
the feelings that it has come to embody in the region. 
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 Today in Azerbaijan, both the balaban and the zurna are increasingly being replaced by the 
European clarinet. The wedding ensemble that traditionally leads the bride-to-be out of her house is one 
example of this replacement in action. I was honored to be a guest at two pre-wedding occasions in Baku, 
when brides were preparing to leave their parents’ homes for the last time, and was thrilled to see on each 
occasion the presence of the “traditional” processional trio. In both cases, however, the garmon 
(accordion) and nağara (barrel drum) were accompanied by a clarinet instead of a zurna or a balaban. On 
each occasion the musicians were male and they arrived just in time to escort the bride out the door of her 
home. Once signaled to begin, they played loudly, leading the bride, who was followed by her close 
relatives and girlfriends, down narrow, Soviet-era apartment stairways—the sound echoing and bouncing 
jovially off the close cement walls. Once everyone was outside, the bride was seated comfortably in a 
waiting automobile and driven away to a wedding palace, a remnant of Soviet times. At her point of 
departure, the live music was drowned out by the honking of the wedding caravan of cars that followed, 
and the musicians’ job was done. I found the replacement very unfortunate, but while the timbre of the 
clarinet differs from the distinct sound of the balaban, it does offer Azerbaijani musicians a wider pitch 
range with a similar tone, along with the benefits of a less capricious reed mouthpiece and greater 
volume. In addition, since the clarinet is a chromatic instrument, it allows for greater ease when playing 
with other ensembles of mixed western and Azerbaijani instruments, and especially with electric 
keyboards, which have become very popular as portable, “all in one” accompaniment instruments.  
The Issue of History 
 Along with my instrument lessons and experiences in the instrument workshop, I was most eager 
to find academic data on the history of the balaban—to piece together its personal story. To my great 
frustration, however, I found that the information available in Azerbaijan was randomly scattered, 
unattainable, or at best, partial. I kept the hope alive that some of the knowledge I sought was floating 
among the general Baku public, and so was constantly ready to pose questions as soon as conversations 
invited an entrance. Unfortunately and surprisingly to me, I was just as often asked to introduce the 
instrument myself. This baffled me throughout my stay. The conviction among those with whom I 
   
    45 
worked closely was strong; the balaban was an ancient instrument, important to any discussion of 
Azerbaijan’s musical culture, and yet the startling paradox was that so few in Baku society seemed to 
realize this.  
 Why is this instrument so invisible and underrepresented in Baku, the cosmopolitan center of 
Azerbaijan? Part of the reason may lay in the rapid urbanization that occurred first during the oil boom in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s and later with the influx of people into Baku following Azerbaijan’s 
independence in 1991. Some of that influx was due to expulsions and ethnic displacement that occurred 
as a result of the 1988–94 Nagorny Karabakh war. With the destruction of villages and stretches of 
natural habitat, Baku was a place to find work, and hence a place to earn a living and start life over again. 
One Russian-Azerbaijani friend told me the story of his surprise at seeing a tethered goat in downtown 
Baku, on someone’s postcard-sized second floor balcony. The shift from rural to urban life was so abrupt, 
he explained, that people had no time to shift their livelihood, or otherwise adjust to the changes. They 
just continued to live the way they knew how, even if it meant keeping their limited livestock on a 
balcony, in the absence of a yard or pasture.  
 It is also true that being a balabancı is not, and has not been, a very visible or viable profession in 
Baku’s more cosmopolitan society. During my stay, for example, I learned that one of my teacher’s 
students, a youth who showed talent and promise as a balaban musician and who had already had some 
success as an orchestra member for the special production of a major Azerbaijani musical, was still being 
discouraged from the musician’s profession by his own father, who felt there was just no future in it. A 
similar attitude towards the profession was expressed to me by Mәlәk Hacıyeva, assistant director of the 
National Library of Azerbaijan, and daughter of the talented musician and balaban/tutәk maker Mәmmәd-
Naib Hacıyev (b. 1921)—an artisan whom I met briefly upon my first reconnaissance trip to the country, 
but who had sadly passed away before I returned for fieldwork. Mәlәk Xanım12 told me the story of how 
her father, who grew up in Baku’s “Old City,” used to sneak out of the house to play for weddings, hiding 
his musicianship and his love of wind instruments from his parents for fear of their disapproval. Such 
                                                
12 Xanım (Khan-UM) is used following women’s first names in Azerbaijan, as a means of showing respect.  
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social attitudes lead to low interest in musicianship as a profession, both among the student body and 
even more so among parents wanting to encourage their children in professions that will sustain them in 
life. Aside from the two balaban masters that I met in Baku, one of whom was my own teacher, I met 
only two other (older) gentlemen who were balabancıs and who seemed to have earned, or be earning, 
their incomes as musicians and teachers. The jobs for balaban players in Baku are simply too few to 
sustain a strong contingent of musicians and students. 
 Regardless of the lack of opportunity for balabancis, the hidden nature of the instrument in 
Azerbaijani society did not prepare me for the lack of historic information available in Baku’s music and 
national libraries. Multiple trips had produced scant results, and so you can imagine my hesitancy when, 
less than a month before I left Azerbaijan at the end of my fieldwork, I was asked to present the balaban 
and some of its music in an onstage, demo-lecture at Baku’s School No. 177. I had become friends with 
one of the teachers there, a young woman about my own age who was eager to show her students how 
energetically I had been studying one of their own traditional instruments. I agreed to come and planned a 
short musical program with the advice of my balaban teacher. I also outlined a short set of presentation 
notes, thinking all the while that, despite all my efforts to collect research materials, I was really not the 
best person for such a lecture. These middle school students would undoubtedly know more than I did 
about their instrument.  
 I arrived at the school as scheduled, in late November, accompanied by my teacher and a student 
drummer that we had been working with for a few months. The small recital hall was filled with nearly a 
hundred students and their teachers. As their guests, we were welcomed first by the headmistress and then 
by the school’s choir, which performed a few pieces for us. Our program went smoothly and I answered 
an array of questions, a couple of which were proffered by teachers wondering about my position on the 
national origins of their balaban. The students themselves seemed oblivious to the larger issues being 
raised by those teachers, and I worked hard to sidestep the political angle of those queries. As students 
filed out of the room following our lecture/performance, a few of them came up to the stage to speak with 
teachers that lingered, or to say hello to me, or another of our “trio.” One of these students had a copy of a 
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paper she had written about the balaban. I couldn’t believe it. I asked with excited trepidation if I could 
see the paper, as I felt a flood of anxiety rush upon me. Sure enough, I thought, I have been here for over 
a year, focusing all my energy for most of that time on learning about this instrument, and an eighth-
grader at a random Baku grade school can produce, on request, a typed, five-page paper on the balaban. 
This frustration, however, was tempered by the thought that perhaps now, at the end of my stay, I finally 
had in my hands the cold hard facts that I’d been searching for, albeit from an unwitting junior detective.   
 As I started happily chatting with this student, I felt that perhaps she had turned the tide of my 
research woes. Flipping through the pages with an academic’s eye, however, I noticed that there were no 
citations and so I asked, my voice still full of open admiration, where she had found her information. “Off 
the internet,” she answered matter-of-factly. Not the answer I had hoped for, but okay, I thought, this 
means there is more information out there on the internet. Had she used a certain website? “Mir Druzhba” 
(Russian: World of Friendship) she offered, but then added, in a confidentially chummy way and at a 
slightly reduced volume, that all the online pages she had read were about the Armenian duduk and, well, 
since she knew that the duduk was the same as the balaban, she figured she could use that information 
just as well. It is hard to describe what I felt at this unexpected revelation. Receiving confirmation that 
you have been successful in not finding what is not there, is not the kind of reassurance that gives one a 
sense of proud accomplishment. 
What’s in a Name? 
 As the situation narrated above demonstrates, there are real difficulties in compiling a 
comprehensive history of the balaban, and these can be exemplified by the confusion surrounding an 
aspect as simple as the instrument’s name. In this case, I am not referring to the name changes that occur 
as one crosses borders in the South Caucasus, finding the duduk in Armenia and the duduki in Georgia, 
each of which one might unwittingly swear was a balaban. Rather, I am speaking of the anomalies found 
within Azerbaijan concerning the term balaban. Occasionally, for example, someone I was speaking with 
would refer to the balaban as the balaman. “Oh, you mean the balaman?” they would say, to which I 
would respond hesitatingly in the affirmative, since everything else in the conversation had matched what 
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I already knew about the instrument. I was often left with questions, mentally storing anomalies such as 
these in hopes I would learn something in the future that might explain them.  
 In the end, I gathered a couple of possible explanations for the term balaman. One possibility was 
that it was the word for the instrument utilized by Uzeir Hajibeyov and his contemporaries in the early 
1900s. I have not been able to confirm this with more than local hearsay, but given Hajibeyov’s status and 
influence, both during his lifetime and within the musical community of Azerbaijan, it is likely that a term 
he chose would have been adopted as the instrument’s official name. One wonders then, of course, why it 
changed. The student paper from school No. 177 states that in the regions of Naxchivan, Ganje-Kazak, 
and Karabagh, which are all parts of central and western Azerbaijan, the balaban is best known as the 
balaman, mey, or duduk (Qasimova 2006:1). In case you are starting to feel as I did during my research, 
that there are too many names with too little information, let me clarify. First, mey is the name for the 
balaban-variant that is found in Turkey, which is to the west. Duduk, being the name of the instrument in 
Armenia, is also west, bordering Azerbaijan. Therefore, due to the interaction and movement of people 
across borders, it makes sense that these terms would also be used among people in western Azerbaijan. 
This leaves the possible explanation that “balaman” is, or was, the Azeri-Turkish name used for the 
instrument in central and western Azerbaijan.  
 In a singular book on balaban instruction, written by Azerbaijani balabanci Alihan Samedov, 
balaman is explained as the instrument’s name in Karakalpakstan, an autonomous republic within western 
Uzbekistan, which is situated along the southern shore of the Aral Sea. Samedov, however, thickens the 
plot by also listing bulamon as a linguistic variant that is used in greater Uzbekistan (Samedov 2008:44). 
In an edition of The Russian Musical Encyclopedia, published in 1973, there is an entry for the balaman, 
while there is none for the balaban. The instrument is described as an Azerbaijani wind with the term 
balaban noted at the very end of the entry, followed by the simple descriptor, “Dagestan” (Kelgish 
1973:291). Seventeen years later, in The Russian Musical Encyclopedic Dictionary—which employed the 
same chief editor—the full entry on the instrument had shifted to fall under the name balaban, with 
clarifiers for the word balaman as the Azerbaijani and Karakalpaki name (Kelgish 1990:50). 
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 Despite the research presented here, all the musicians I worked with in Azerbaijan used the word 
balaban, and so I take that name to be the most accurate for this study. In his tutorial book, Samedov 
strengthens his own conviction in using the term balaban by employing the proof of linguistic analysis. 
He breaks the name into two parts, bala and ban, giving a translation and explanation of these in terms of 
their Turkish roots: bala, meaning small, little, young; and ban, meaning sound or voice. He concludes 
that, “as a result we understand that it means pathetic little sound” (Samedov 2008:5,44). Linguistic proof 
is malleable, however. The word balaban also appears in the Langenscheidt Turkish-English dictionary as 
meaning first, a husky, great, or otherwise huge person; second, a tame bear; and third, a large drum—
which makes me think the editors have confused balaban with baraban, which is the word for “drum” in 
Russian and is used to mean the same in Azerbaijan, the Azeri language being the link here to this 
potential mistake in the Turkish dictionary (Langenscheidt, 1986:40).  
 Bala, I will concede, is relatively straightforward. It is the root of the Azeri word balaca, meaning 
“small,” and I heard it on a daily basis, used as a form of address and in reference to young children—or 
otherwise cute and/or vulnerable individuals—in the form of balam, meaning “my child,” “my little one,” 
or “my sweet one” (the final –m is the possessive case ending for the first person singular). Yet another 
Turkic root behind this more colloquial address, however, is the word bal, which means “honey” in Azeri. 
So, the argument can be made that balaban means “honeyed tone” just as much as it means “small voice.” 
While I could not isolate ban in any of my Turkish dictionaries, the verb banmak (to dip) was present, but 
rather unhelpful (Langenscheidt 1986:40). I did find ban in my largest Azeri-English dictionary, where it 
is a noun defined as a “crow[ing]” or “cock-a-doodle-doo,” such as that made by roosters. In further 
support of this definition of ban are the Azeri verbs banlamaq and banlaşmaq, which mean, respectively, 
“to crow” and “to crow together,” or “to speak or shout together” (Musayev 1998:52). Does balaban then 
mean “little crower” or “little rooster,” or indicate the power of collaborative sonic production? Perhaps it 
is simply inaccurate to define this name of the instrument with a single translation. As will become 
apparent throughout this manuscript, the balaban as a cultural object embodies a dense collection of 
Azerbaijani beliefs and symbolism. As Bourdieu has stressed, “no cultural product exists by itself, i.e. 
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outside the relations of interdependence which link it to other products” (Bourdieu 1993:32–33). The 
same might be said about the words used to name those cultural products. My linguistic conclusion, 
therefore, is that several of these root definitions have likely contributed to the current connotation of the 
word balaban and have thereby contributed to the meaning of the word, embedding themselves within 
any accurate linguistic translation. Hence: 
Balaban: a noun indicating a musical instrument that  
produces a small but powerful honey-toned sound, and is traditionally  
played in tandem with one or more other musical voices. 
 
 
  The lack of historical data available on the balaban, along with the sparse information found on 
the duduk13 and duduki of Armenia and Georgia, leaves a void that makes this instrument a prime target 
for the invention of origin. I am alluding here to the well-known phrase “the invention of tradition,” as 
introduced and developed in the edited volume of the same name by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger. In the introduction to the book they define “invented tradition” as, 
. . . a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted 
rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain 
values and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically implies 
continuity with the past . . . . Inventing traditions, it is assumed here, is 
essentially a process of formalization and ritualization, characterized by 
reference to the past, if only by imposing repetition.  
 
The actual process of creating such ritual and symbolic complexes has 
not been adequately studied by historians (Hobsbawm and Ranger 
1983:1, 4). 
 
The key here is that many traditions, with their “symbolic complexes,” are considered old but have been 
more recently created. The parallel I am making is to the recent efforts to promote national ownership or 
assert national origin of this instrument, though its own—no doubt truly ancient—origins are, as far as 
research data show, completely lost in those mists of time and are not only currently irrelevant but are 
also currently threatening to the socio-political stability of the South Caucasus region. My point is that 
                                                
13 Duduk is much easier to define, being the Turkish word for the noun “whistle.” My understanding is that it is also 
currently used in Turkey to indicate the whistle specifically used by sports referees. In nearby Bulgaria, the word 
also designates the name of a wooden whistle flute with an embouchure slit not unlike that of the tutәk (Donna 
Buchanan, personal communication, March 2011).   
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one would be hard pressed to assert a claim to this instrument on behalf of any of these countries, 
exclusive of the other two. The sovereignty of these nations is a nineteenth-century creation, and this 
particular double-reed instrument is easily over a thousand years old. Still, the issue of origin is, I fear, a 
growing problem in the region, and I had to deal with it more and more often the longer I remained there. 
 The teacher that quizzed me on the national origins of the balaban during the school demo had 
pointedly asked whether or not I would teach people in America the important fact that the balaban was 
Azerbaijan’s national instrument despite opposing Armenian claims. She referred to the war and ongoing 
conflict with Armenia, and knew the cultural weight of her inquiry. Her persistent tone expressed as much 
as her words, and I felt as if her politically pointed question was intended to pin me like a dart to the back 
wall of the platform on which I stood. By the end of my fieldwork, however, I had had some practice 
diffusing the issue of ownership and had learned to dodge the aim of such questions by shifting away 
from the trap of contestation over one instrument, toward stressing various, potential, cultural specificities 
of each variant. Such fieldwork situations were a paradox in themselves, given the fact that I was finding 
more and more reasons to assert the similarities between this set of reed triplets than to separate them.  
         
        Vignette: “Duduk-sen?!” “Ba-la-ban!” 
 One day in late October 2006 I was sitting in the kitchen of a well-respected Georgian duduki 
musician, somewhere in the maze of the steep and winding narrow streets of Old Tbilisi. The previous day 
it had taken a long but exciting three hours, being passed from person to person, to yet another person, to 
personal escort, to a different institution altogether, to more people and finally to a phone number, phone 
call, and appointment, to create the opportunity for today’s meeting.  
 Dudukis, in full and in part, were strewn over the kitchen table, and on the floor by the outer wall 
were items I recognized from the instrument workshop back in Baku: a cement block hotplate with its 
loose inset of coiled metal wire, a metal pot of soaking half-made reeds, and a full workbox of tools. I’d 
been directed and then followed into the house by two young men who had been chatting in the front yard 
as I’d arrived. Zauri, the duduki master, was sitting with his back to the kitchen’s sunlit windows when he 
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greeted me cheerfully and welcomed me inside. There was another visitor, a middle-aged gentleman, 
sitting across from him and handling a bass version of the instrument. It was a good, old instrument that 
he’d just bought from someone else, he explained. A musician himself, though perhaps an amateur, he 
had brought it in for his friend, Zauri, to assess and inspect. Throughout our brief, half-hour 
introductions and discussion this older gentleman clearly felt very much at home in Zauri’s house and 
freely interjected his comments and opinions.  
 Our meeting got underway, and as Zauri’s wife brought me a glass mug of black tea, I began to 
take out my instruments. Laying them on the table between us, I referred to each instrument by name, 
indicating which was the Azeri balaban and which was the instrument made by my teacher to Georgian 
tuning. There was an immediate reaction to my use of the word “balaban.” “This is a duduk. There is no 
such word ‘balaban,’” Zauri emphasized, smiling as he scoffed slightly in his Georgian-accented 
Russian. His guest suddenly chimed-in, “balaban is a Russian word!” “It is?” I questioned, remembering 
how the Russian Sound Archives entries in Baku had also used the word “duduk” for its recordings of 
Azerbaijani musicians, and feeling a bit defensive for the instrument I had given the last year to learn to 
play. “I never heard it was Russian,” I continued, “what does the word mean?” I turned towards him in 
my seat as I said this, and as the guest placed his duduki across his lap, I watched in surprise as he raised 
a clenched fist to his head and knocked against the side of his skull saying “ba-la-ban,” one syllable for 
each knock, in a tone that demonstrated the sadly stupid state of whoever the word might be used to 
describe.  
 Immediately, another scene, like a matching keyword-search file, flashed though my mind and I 
tried hard not to let its significance play across my face. In it, I was sitting at the table in the instrument 
laboratory behind the Baku Fine Arts High School. Dust covered windows were at my back, and I was 
sipping another cup of black tea, this time out of a cracked European-style teacup as I held a chunk of 
sugar lightly in my mouth. Sitting with me were a couple of the instrument makers and one of the various 
tar, kamancha, or balaban musicians who would frequently stop by for repairs, instrumental issues, or 
just conversation. I’m hearing a replay of one of these musicians’ voices stressing to me that, “’duduk’ is 
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a Turkish word.” And as proof, repeating and explaining a phrase I had since heard from other 
Azerbaijanis. “Sen duduksen?!” “Are you stupid, daft?!” Then I was back at Zauri’s kitchen table, 
smiling slightly in sad understanding. “What a region,” I heard a small voice say, in my head. “I wonder 
what the Armenians would tell me.”  
* * * 
 What, I pondered later in my field notes, was the likelihood of different words for the same 
instrument in bordering countries having a similar colloquial meaning in teasing someone as empty-
headed—as enacted by the head-knocking of the Georgian musician at Zauri’s—or as “nizhnii” (low class 
or uneducated in this usage), to quote the Russian of an Azerbaijani surgeon at an expatriate’s Baku 
dinner party? And why this instrument, of all their shared regional instruments?  
 Baku had seemed as ideal a place as any in the Caucasus to study the balaban, and I still believe 
this to be true. However, when I arrived for that brief weekend in Tbilisi, Georgia, during which I 
successfully located Zauri, one of his most pointed questions was, “Why did you go straight to Azerbaijan 
and not to Georgia [to study this instrument]?” His tone was a bit accusatory, and I felt as if I had 
somehow slighted the worth of the Georgian state by my unwitting ignorance. “Because,” he continued, 
“Georgia has more Caucasian folklore—the most.” To make his point, my host started to recite a long list 
of musical instruments, which he then stated were all “derevenii” to Georgia (Russian: meaning native, 
ancient, home-grown from the very soil). “What do the Azerbaijanis have?” he then asked and, pointing 
to my balaban as if to solidly prove his point, he added, “This is Georgian.”  
 A brief history of the instrument in the region, according to Zauri, went roughly as follows. No 
more than eighty years ago, he explained, a Georgian ensemble of two duduki musicians and a female 
vocalist arrived in Yerevan, Armenia. The trio was called a dasta, and it was from this point that the 
Armenians started learning to play the duduk. Zauri was making quite a statement here. Similarly themed 
discussions in Azerbaijan had ended with accusations that the Armenians had stolen Azerbaijani musical 
instruments and tunes, claiming they were Armenian. I assumed I would hear the same set of counter 
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accusations from Armenians, if I could even get there, but Georgia had always been left out of this arm-
wrestling over music.  
 It was unexpected, and suitably ironic, that having arrived in Georgia I should hear that both 
Azerbaijani and my virtual set of Armenian accusations were unfounded, because Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, according to my Georgian informants, had clearly both copied and learned the duduki from 
the Georgians. Why can’t they all claim and share the musical wealth of this instrument? One of the 
reasons, I believe, is the local importance of authenticity with regard to playing the instrument, and 
another is the depth of emotion that has become connected to its sound in relation to events of respective 
national importance. Both of these factors are analyzed in chapter four. First, however, it is necessary to 
finish painting a picture of the balaban in terms of its physical, spiritual, and otherwise symbolic 
significance for the people of Azerbaijan.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 
Welcome to the Workshop:  
The Physical and Philosophical Construction of the Balaban 
 
 
 
The Instrument Workshop 
 The musical instrument workshop that became a second home to me while in Baku is no longer 
there. Its artisans and their projects were progressively pushed out during the fall of 2006, as interior 
restructuring progressively converted the space into a cafeteria for the students of the Incesenet 
Gimnasiyasi—Baku’s Fine Arts High School. A new workshop was promised in the basement of a future 
building—a building that would also be the future home of the National Conservatory.1 While there was 
much excitement about this new structure, my dreams of seeing its construction never materialized, as the 
“building” was still just a huge hole in the ground when I left my fieldwork post that December (Plate 
3.1). The instrument workshop, directly affiliated with both the High School and the Conservatory, was 
not the only casualty during my stay. The National Conservatory itself, which then sat on the edge of 
Baku’s UNESCO-protected Old City,2 was demolished in the months prior to my departure in what I saw 
as a very untimely anticipation of its aforementioned new home (Plates 3.2 and 3.3). As a result of all this 
demolition and rebuilding, this chapter, which describes and discusses the balaban’s materials and 
construction, is also a literary snapshot of the two centers of musical activity within which I gained much 
of this knowledge and which no longer exist as I knew them.  
                                                
1 Baku has two main institutions of higher education dedicated to the advanced study of music, the Baku Music 
Academy, which was founded in 1920 and originally named the Hajibeyov Azerbaijan State Conservatory, and the 
National Conservatory, which was established recently (2000) to fill a gap left by the former, and provide training 
especially on Azerbaijan’s traditional instruments and in muğam singing. 
2 The İcәri Şәhәr (Icheri Sheher), or Inner City of Baku is a twelfth-century section of downtown Baku enclosed by 
a fortress wall and known colloquially among English speakers as the “Old City.” In 2000 UNESCO added it to its 
list of World Heritage Sites. 
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 Plate 3.1: The new National Conservatory building, soon to house the instrument workshop.  
 Photo by Natasha Kipp, 20 November 2006.    
 
 
             
  
 Plate 3.2: The old National Conservatory at Azneft Circle. (Bronze plaques flank the front doors.)  
 Photo by Natasha Kipp, 8 March 2006. 
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 Plate 3.3: The rubble of the old National Conservatory building, with the Inner City just behind,  
 at Azneft circle. Photo by Natasha Kipp, 19 July 2006. 
 
 
 Baku’s Fine Arts High School sits along Husayn Javid Prospect, a main thoroughfare named for 
one of Azerbaijan’s great nineteenth-century poets. The two-way, multi-lane road circles uphill from 
downtown Baku, which sits along the Bay of Baku coastline. It winds past Martyrs’ Lane (Shehidler 
Khiyabani), a park area that now honors the casualties of “Black January” (1990) and victims of the 
Nagorny Karabakh war, and continues past the National Parliament Building (Milli Meclis) and the 
National Cemetery. Just after the cemetery, the road broadens and splits into a wide intersection at a 
larger-than-life, Soviet-era statue of Nariman Narimanov, the man who led the first Soviet government of 
Azerbaijan following the Bolshevik Revolution. There, on the corner to the right, sits the Fine Arts High 
School. Behind it, in the L-shaped crook created by the layout of the main buildings, stood the instrument 
workshop, run by three full-time and a few part-time artisans of instrument making and repair.  
 It was a couple of months before the balaban lessons I had started were consistently held at this 
workshop location. The change and stabilization of my lesson venue, in large part because of the added 
opportunity it provided to spend long hours in this new environment, had a profound and positive effect 
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on my research. It also added to a general state of schedule stability and personal well-being in the field. 
Three or four times a week, for a period of 10 months, I would eagerly jump onto one of Baku’s 
erratically-driven mashrutkas3 and head for that instrument workshop. It was where I spent most of my 
time during the thick of my fieldwork and though it was not beautiful, had no place to sit or work that was 
either comfortable or clear of sawdust, and had a set of latrines that I never found the courage to set foot 
in, I grew very attached to this place and its miniature community. Although I built the closest working 
relationship with my own teacher, some of the other craftsmen became like uncles to me, regularly 
checking up on my activities and general state of happiness with questions when I arrived each day, and 
always offering instructional, or otherwise protective advice. It was a place of life and creative energy and 
it was very unfortunate and saddening to learn, two months before my departure, that the space would be 
gutted and converted into a school dining room.  
 As the renovations started on the workshop, the work of the instrument makers continued 
sporadically amid the chaos of construction. Little care was paid to the artisans and their work, as they 
were squeezed into smaller and smaller sections of the building and were finally kicked out altogether, 
forced into an un-seasonal November “vacation.” August is the month typically given or taken as vacation 
for many in Baku. It is typically the hottest month, and since most buildings and personal flats still do not 
have air conditioning, those that have family dachas in the countryside leave the city during this time. 
The forced holiday created by this workshop conversion process strengthened impressions that I imagined 
parallel those other scholars must experience when witnessing a culture, a people, or an art form 
marginalized until not only its social and seasonal patterns are completely disrupted, but until there is just 
                                                
3 Mashrutkas are buses and smaller mini-vans that, along with the subway system in Baku, service that city’s mass 
transit needs. I found them also, by the same name, in full force in Moscow in 2002, and Israel has a similar system 
of taxi mini-vans that seem to me derived from this Russian word, being called sharuts. Regardless, Baku 
mashrutkas are not considered very safe. They are often unimaginably stuffed with people and goods and, as a rule, 
their drivers tend to take a universally belligerent attitude towards others on the road. US Embassy employees are, 
for example, not allowed to ride in them (or on the subway for that matter), though I will argue that they are 
respectably timely, and will get you anywhere you want to go, if you only take the time to learn the routes, there 
being no route or schedule books. 
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no space left for it in society. The situation I witnessed was clearly not as dire, but the spatial and 
emotional parallels were surprisingly depressing nonetheless. 
 As explained earlier, the workshop, though officially tied to the Fine Arts High School, was also 
the creative instrument studio of the National Conservatory and as such, the instrument makers had been 
encouraged to experiment with the construction of variants on traditional instruments such as the 
kamancha and balaban. My own teacher, Babaxan Әmerov, for example, had experimented with 
balabans of at least three other sizes for one of the Conservatory’s projects, a polyphonic balaban 
ensemble. The group was well enough established that it was performance-ready for Azeri TV during my 
fieldwork. Such an arrangement of balabans is not traditional to Azerbaijan’s musical landscape, 
although it appears in Georgia, as indicated earlier. Another of the workshop’s masters, Famil Qurbanov, 
deserves a chapter of his own for his work in developing and creating Azerbaijan’s first bass kamancha. 
Regardless of its salaried academic affiliations and institutionally requested projects the workshop 
maintained a strange independence. Local musicians were constantly stopping by for personal instrument 
repairs, to share news, or just to sit for a cup of tea and a chat. Each artisan seemed his own master 
(excuse the pun)4 in this free-flowing environment and the result was an atmosphere in which work was 
relaxed but dynamic, and the prevailing attitude was open and friendly. 
 Let me paint a visual picture of this instrument studio with a walk through the building. Its single 
story consisted of three rooms laid out in the shape of a long, squared, shepherd’s crook. The largest 
room, comprising the length of the cane, was a long thin rectangle that held all the major machinery. A 
second, smaller room had been designed as a square-shaped “U,” sitting at the top of the crook, and this 
was where most of the work was done and where tea was prepared and enjoyed. The last room, at the 
hook end of the cane, was the entry room to the workshop. That room, whitewashed and refreshingly 
sunny in comparison to the rest of the building was, paradoxically, the most depressing. It had once been 
                                                
4 While I use the term “master” throughout the text as a variant of artisan or craftsman, the term in Azeri is usta, or 
ustad—expert; master of X; teacher; a skillful, venerable or experienced person (Musayev 1998:568). As a title of 
respect, also indicating one’s skill and position as a teacher, the term müәllim following a person’s first name is most 
common in Azerbaijan, and is what I used to address, or refer to, my teacher on a daily basis.   
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a music classroom but was now barren except for a few very ill-used desk-arm chairs, caked in dust, and 
the tragic presence of a disemboweled upright piano. The only room with flooring, which also lent it the 
air of a former classroom, its yellowed linoleum was peeling away from the baseboards as in patches 
elsewhere, leaving areas of bared concrete and exposing numerous crunchy edges for the sheep that 
would stray in from the yard from time to time. These sheep would wander in through the open doorway 
for a light munch of flooring—clearly more from curiosity and hunger than from any desire for music 
lessons, and I remember Mәhzahir Müәllim, another of the workshop’s craftsmen, chasing two such 
sheep out of the studio one day, commenting as he returned that he wished there were as many students 
drifting in as there were livestock. 
 The middle room, I learned, was where most of the work was done, but the room that most 
impressed me upon my first visit, was the long back room of the studio. One of the first things I noticed 
was the sawdust that covered the floor. It lay in a thick mat, everywhere, and was piled nearly knee-high 
in various locations alongside pieces of heavy equipment. I had the vague feeling, at first, that I was 
walking into a page from the children’s fairytale Rumpelstiltskin, in which the main protagonist is led into 
a room filled with stacks of hay that she has been ordered to spin into gold thread. This was no children’s 
story, however. I had arrived in Azerbaijan for research, and had somehow stumbled upon a workshop 
that spun wood into pure sound. Hulking old Soviet machinery sat at intervals, each independent of the 
others as if staunchly claiming a Soviet-esque dominion over the space around it. The machines were not 
made for musical instrument construction, but were being used to cut and shape large chunks of wood 
down to size for the more delicate, hands-on techniques of the artisans.  
 In contrast to the cold and inanimate machinery, one section of the room was warm and green. 
Along one long wall were a number of high-set windows, the sill surfaces and nearby floor space of 
which had become a mini plant conservatory for a collection patiently cultivated by Famil Müәllim. 
Among the milk jug and potted plants in various stages of health and maturity was his signature project, a 
thin little rose vine that he had lovingly trained to encircle an upright wire ring, thus giving it a structural 
shape matching that of the kamancha’s body.  
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A Nook and a Niche 
 Aside from the worktables, tools, and requisite tea-making and tea-drinking stations centered in 
the middle room of the workshop, there were two socio-cultural items that beg further commentary. The 
first was an old Soviet flag, a solid red field embroidered and fringed in gold with wheat sheaths 
encircling its classic hammer and sickle. This flag was proudly unfurled for me one day. It read, in 
Russian, “Proletarians of all nations, unite.” The second item was a black-and-white poster, roughly ten 
by fourteen inches, of a photograph of former Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev’s face. It was attached 
to a board that stood up on the rungs of a ladder in an unobtrusive corner of the main workroom. Parts of 
the paper had been pencil-punched or ripped away such that Gorbachev’s face was not clear and at first I 
did not recognize him. Along with the holes, a penciled drawing of a dagger had been directed up towards 
his left eye. Along an edge of wainscotting that ran along the wall behind the ladder lay a large thighbone. 
It was from an animal I could not identify; neither could I fathom its purpose for being there. One of the 
instrument makers, however, called my attention to it by picking it up and putting it to the mouth of the 
paper Gorbachev. “He is a dog,” the man explained to me as he fed the former Soviet president some leg 
bone. I must have looked bewildered. Another of the masters then took the bone, and holding it again to 
Gorbachev’s mouth commanded him in Russian to, “Eat, eat!” explaining that Gorbachev was fed this 
way every day.  
 While the visual image, this action, and its explanation were all startling to me in their level of 
disrespect, I should also note that aside from this exchange, I never witnessed any of these artisans 
addressing the poster, let alone “feeding” it animal bone, on any of the other many days that I spent in 
their company. The exchange seemed, rather, to be a unique opportunity for these older men to air past 
political grievances, which, during the time that Azerbaijan remained a Republic of the Union, might not 
have been wise to voice. It was also, perhaps, an opportunity to demonstrate their freedom of speech, 
being older men who would not have had that freedom in their younger lives, vis-à-vis an American who 
in part represented a country both founded on and idealized by such liberties. Reviewing field notes, I was 
reminded that the communication had occurred during my first lengthy visit to the workshop. It had been 
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my first opportunity to “hang-out” for a few hours, and get to know these instrument makers a bit as 
individuals. In other words, the underlying purpose behind the exchange, for these artisans, may well 
have been the building of rapport. In terms of respective “freedoms,” we stood for those moments on an 
equal footing.  
 Over time, I grew to learn that Gorbachev, for all his impressive international diplomacy and 
efforts to “open” the Soviet Union by introducing the concepts of glasnost and perestroika, is generally 
disliked by large numbers of Azerbaijanis. Among other economic problems for which they blame him, 
they accuse him of giving Nagorny Karabakh to the Armenians, citing a rumor that his wife had been 
Armenian as proof of potential favoritism. Tensions between the Armenians and Azerbaijanis over the 
province of Nagorny Karabakh were already rising in late 1989, during Gorbachev’s term in office, and 
pogroms had been perpetrated late that year against Armenians in the Azerbaijani town of Sumgait, an 
industrial town just north of Baku. In mid-January 1990 Baku witnessed similar violence. Although these 
ethnic struggles occurred within the Soviet Socialist Republic of Azerbaijan, they were not government-
sanctioned. The Soviet leadership in Azerbaijan by this time had, unfortunately, become so weak that it 
had essentially lost control of its internal situation. To make matters worse, the parliament of the 
Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic had officially and audaciously added Nagorny Karabakh to their own 
state budget on January 9 of that year, and this action had further infuriated many in Azerbaijan (de Waal 
2003:89–90).  
 Gorbachev finally declared a State of Emergency in Baku at midnight on the night of January 19–
20, signaling a crucial event in a month now referred to in Azerbaijan as “Black January.” As the ethnic 
violence had already occurred, and most Armenians had already fled the city, his decision was an 
ineffective one. The ensuing and immediate occupation by the Soviet army led to the deaths of 130 Baku 
civilians and the event had far-reaching political casualties as well (de Waal 2003:93). De Waal addresses 
the significance of Gorbachev’s action for the Azerbaijani SSR, explaining that,  
The intervention in Baku, with the Soviet army for the first time taking 
over one of its own cities by force, was a tragedy for Azerbaijan and the 
Soviet Union. The army took full control of Baku within a few hours and 
   
  63 
re-established rule by Moscow. But on 20 January 1990 Moscow 
essentially lost Azerbaijan. Almost the whole population of Baku turned 
out for mass funerals of the victims. The victims were the first “martyrs” 
to be buried in the Alley of Martyrs on the top of the hill in the city. 
Thousands of Communist Party members publicly burned their Party 
cards and even the chairwoman of the Supreme Soviet, Elmira Kafarova, 
denounced the actions of “army criminals.”  
 
The profound effects of “Black January” went far beyond Baku. The 
intervention had exposed the center’s increasing inability to cope with 
the problems beginning to overwhelm the Soviet Union. The failure to 
declare a State of Emergency to halt the Armenian pogroms, only to do 
so when all the Armenians had left, suggested deep cynicism, or 
incompetence, or both (de Waal 2003:93–94). 
 
De Waal goes on to cite “Black January” as the pivotal event that propelled Heydar Aliyev’s return to 
power and influence in Azerbaijan, eventually winning him the station of president (de Waal 2003:95).  
Aliyev had long been a powerful figure in Azerbaijan’s Soviet administration, much of which he spent 
within the republic’s KGB (for a time as its director), until he was elected to the Politburo and later 
removed by Gorbachev under accusations of corruption. Holding the presidency of the newly independent 
Azerbaijan until his death in 2003, Aliyev’s influence has continued through the presidency of his son, 
Ilham Aliyev. January 20 therefore became an important component of Azerbaijan’s new national 
narrative, a narrative that helped put Gorbachev firmly on the side of “the enemy.” The date is now 
annually commemorated in Azerbaijan as a national holiday, during which many visit the Alley of 
Martyrs (or Martyr’s Lane) and lay red carnations on the gravestones of those that perished that day.5  
 The mounted poster of Gorbachev, akin to an anti-altar, was like a reversal of the traditional 
Russian icon corner found in homes throughout the imperial Russian Empire, and later, the Soviet Union. 
In the workshop it had even been placed in the room of central activity, an equivalent to the domestic 
“best room in the house,” where (workshop) life was lived and guests were welcomed, assisted, and 
entertained (Hosking 2001:23). The krasnii ugol, or red/beautiful corner, was once the honored domestic 
location for icons of Christ, as well as for other special religious figures like the Virgin Mary and/or a 
favorite saint. With the Soviet ban on religion, these spiritual figures were forced aside and replaced with 
                                                
5 This contemporary addition to the national narrative has found its way into the Baku subway system, with a station 
named İyirmi Yanvar (20 January). 
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political portraits of Lenin and then Stalin. This workshop “icon corner,” however, took such 
representations a step further. Not only did it omit religion by following the Soviet tradition of replacing 
the spiritual with the political, it also negated the honor traditionally afforded these images. Instead of 
being worshiped or revered, the political image of Gorbachev was denigrated. 
 The colors typically used in icon corners and their corresponding cultural symbolism were also 
reversed. While such corners were traditionally dressed in red, and with beautifully embroidered fabrics, 
the wooden icons themselves glowing with lacquered reds and blues and covered in gold gilding, the 
paper poster of Gorbachev was a stark black and white print perched on the rung of an old, bare, wooden 
ladder. Offering his image an animal bone also inverted the behavior typically afforded icons, which were 
traditionally honored with candles, prayers, and incense. The act of feeding Gorbachev’s image seems an 
antithesis of the spiritual and symbolic act of communion, in which Russian Orthodox believers, like 
many Christians, are fed the symbolic flesh and blood of Christ. An icon of Christ in the home serves as a 
reminder of that spiritual communion between the believer and the sacred. While through communion the 
Christian believer is infused with the symbolically essential nutrients of eternal life, the image of 
Gorbachev was offered the meatless bone of a dead animal. The purpose of the former offering is to lift 
man up, while the latter taunts him as a beast of the field. 
 The complexity of Azerbaijan’s current identity can be understood in part by the visual 
juxtaposition of the two socio-political objects I was introduced to in the workshop: the flag, proudly 
representing the former days of collective socialism, when small republics still felt important as integral 
parts of the major world power that was the Soviet Union; and the anti-altar to Gorbachev, whose policies 
spearheaded the dissolution of that Union, which both allowed for Azerbaijan’s current and treasured 
independence, while also crippling that independence with an ethnic and secessionist territorial conflict. 
The young Azerbaijan is a nation that, while touting its independence and flaunting its own developing 
version of European-ness, still seems envious of the days when it was part of something much bigger and 
more powerful.  
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 In contrast to those items found in the workshop, the images highlighted at the entrance to the 
(former) National Conservatory building celebrate Azerbaijan’s independence. Likely a grand home at 
one time, with its two-story entrance hall and wide stairway, in addition to its private inner courtyard, the 
wall immediately facing visitors as they topped the first set of stairs was decorated with a tall centered 
niche. That niche, flat at the bottom and rounded at the top, had a peaked scrollwork inset that, though 
lost on me at the time, made it look very much like a mihrab, the niche placed prominently in every 
mosque to indicate the direction of the holy city of Mecca and hence the direction of prayer. Regardless 
of its possible religious allusions or purpose, the recessed space had been filled with a suspended trio of 
musical instruments. These three were the dәf, tar, and kamancha, the primary instruments of the 
traditional ensemble for muğam performance, now protected and celebrated under UNESCO’s 
Masterpieces of Oral and Intangible Heritage Program. Due to such recognition, the trio has become an 
international sign of Azerbaijan’s native musical heritage, which helps explain the prominence of its 
display in the National Conservatory. 
 Climbing the second flight of stairs to the first floor, the next wall the visitor confronted extended 
sideways in both directions as a main hallway, and was decorated with two pieces of framed artwork. On 
the right was a painted portrait of the famed and highly respected twentieth-century composer Uzeir 
Hajibeyov, while on the left was a larger piece: a framed photo of the current Azerbaijani President Ilham 
Aliyev, wearing dark sunglasses, a black suit and tie, and leaning forward, slightly furrowing his brow as 
he gazes intently into bright sunlight, his arms crossed atop an empty desk. Hajibeyov, in contrast, looks 
off in the opposite direction, his gaze skewed upward with an easy, even quizzical, air. The choice of art 
captures another two elements of Azerbaijan’s narrative. To me, the images represent the world of politics 
and the world of the arts, which during Soviet times were tightly intermingled. The gazes of these 
important figures, however, were directed toward opposite ends of the hallway; whether intentional or 
not, their placement mirrored the partial disentanglement of these two worlds. Composers are now free to 
compose as they wish (though national themes are still encouraged), without fear of reprisal. Soviet-style 
ensembles, forced upon the various local musical traditions within each Soviet Socialist Republic, with 
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their symphonic multiplicity of traditional instruments combined with Western classical instruments, or of 
traditional instruments in incrementally sized families, are now largely gone from the Azerbaijani 
soundscape.6 The National Conservatory, established in 2000 for the purpose of focusing exclusively on 
Azerbaijan’s traditional musical arts, is itself a product of the country’s new musical independence. In an 
interview I was privileged to have with the Conservatory’s original and current director, Seavush Kerimi, 
a man appointed to his position by none other than former president Heydar Aliyev, I was reminded that 
Baku’s Music Academy (est. 1920) had been the aforementioned Hajibeyov’s idea. Given the political 
environment of the time, however, such a “national” conservatory like the Milli could not have been 
established, Kerimi explained, as previously, every conservatory had to be of “Soviet” music.     
 These three portraits, or icons—of Mikhail Gorbachev, Uzeyir Hajibeyov, and Ilham Aliyev—
prominently displayed across both the informal and formal musical milieus of the instrument workshop 
and the National Conservatory, represent times of significant political transition for Azerbaijan. Each 
figure, due to his position of influence, is like a stone, which when it falls causes ripples that effect the 
narrative of the nation. Gorbachev has been painted as an enemy, both to Azerbaijan’s independence and 
to the sovereignty of its borders, while Hajibeyov remains the darling of Azerbaijan’s transition into 
Western forms of classical music—charming even the temperamental Joseph Stalin in his day with his 
musical dramas.7 President Ilham Aliyev, his portrait-self gazing into the brilliant sunlight (of 
Azerbaijan’s bright future?), is different, however. More an extension of his father Heydar Aliyev’s 
influence, perhaps, than a maker of his own, Azerbaijan is waiting to see what the transitions enacted 
under his watch will bring. Certainly the destruction and re-construction of these two musical institutions, 
                                                
6 I have noted above the fact that my balaban teacher had been at work building various sizes of balaban for a 
National Conservatory balaban ensemble. And it cannot be ignored that Azerbaijan has its own national symphony 
and youth orchestra of traditional instruments. Whether these are remnants of Soviet-era music-making or cases of 
self-determination is an issue that could be debated, but one easily answerable when considering changes in 
underlying motivation and Azerbaijan’s desire for strength as an independent nation. I consider it self-determination 
(following a pattern introduced to them by the Soviet system).   
7 Uzeir Hajibeyov’s musical comedy, Arshin Mal Alan, or The Cloth Peddler, was composed in 1913 and later 
memorialized in film. Following its 1945 release, Stalin showered the film with awards, granting the “Stalin Prize” 
not only to its composer, but also to each of its primary vocalists and its two producers (Hajibeyov 2002:6). His 
opera Koroghlu was also reported to have been well-received by Stalin, following its 1938 performance in Moscow, 
during the Dekada for Azerbaijan—a festival which was meant to highlight each of the Soviet Republics on a 
rotating basis (Blair 2001:[3]; Schwarz 1972:132).     
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the studio and conservatory, indicate that political priorities include the strengthening of Azerbaijan’s 
musical arts. Later chapters of this dissertation will, additionally, address other national efforts in relation 
to music and the instrument of my focus.  
Apricots and Artisans 
 The quality of the Azerbaijani balaban lies first in the quality of its construction materials and 
second in the skill of its builders. Though I was eager to learn about all components of the instrument the 
moment I started lessons, it was several months of continuous and polite begging before I was privileged 
to witness the steps in making the instrument, and then later to see a balaban emerge from chunks of 
rough wood and cane. Let us start then with a discussion of the materials. 
 The main materials used in making the Azerbaijani balaban are simple and few in number. 
Traditionally, they are apricot wood, cane reed, cotton thread, grape vine, and olive wood. The first two 
are the most significant and comprise the bulk of the instrument: its body and reed mouthpiece. The grape 
vine and olive wood are used as materials for reed “accessories.” One wraps around the reed body to 
adjust for pitch, and the second is used for the kalpak, a hat-like device that keeps the reeds closed and 
flush when not being played. The balaban, however, is not merely comprised of the physical combination 
of these materials. Geography, culture, society, and acoustic science all play a role in the final physical 
product and contribute to the quality and power of its sound. While the last of these four aspects, acoustic 
science, will be the focus of the next chapter, the first three will be introduced and analyzed here.  
 The South Caucasus is a geographical location rich in fruit: pomegranate, fig, multiple varieties 
of apples, grapes, and cherries, persimmon, quince, melons, and apricots are delicious and seasonally 
abundant at corner fruit and vegetable stands throughout Baku. The apricots, in particular, so perfectly 
textured and sweet, were superior to any I had ever eaten. I remember the inspiring Russian-American 
piano teacher of my youth, a woman who had grown up in Moscow, once referring to the Caucasus as 
“Russia’s summer playground,” the land of fruit. As a young girl, it was where her family had 
occasionally vacationed in the winter. Living in Azerbaijan for over a year, I witnessed the change of 
seasons and learned to mark them by changes in the availability of various fruit. In fact, ANS, one of the 
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local Azerbaijani TV stations, would choose a new fruit icon every month for the visual break signaling 
the rәklamlәr, or commercials, which would regularly interrupt TV shows. I had started noting the change 
of TV fruit in my field notes as a matter of curiosity, only realizing later that the changes were related to 
the seasonal appearance of these fruits on the streets and in the open bazaars. 
 Among these fruit, the apricot figures both literally and metaphorically in the construction of the 
balaban. If the fruit of the apricot tree can be seen as the gem-like product of its growth and maturity, 
then the balaban can be viewed metaphorically as the ultimate cultural product, or the “fruit” of that tree. 
The connection may seem obvious, but let me expand on its less overt implications. In drawing this 
parallel I want to highlight the direct connection between the land—through instruments made from its 
natural resources—and the vitality of a people’s musical heritage. The conservation of one’s land, as well 
as the preserved accessibility of its resources, impact the vitality of the arts that are connected to it, and 
this is evident in how the quality of apricot wood directly impacts the quality of a balaban’s sound. There 
is also value attached to the professed authenticity of an instrument if it is “homegrown” or, in other 
words, comes quite literally from sovereign territory and native roots. In the case of Azerbaijan, the 
cultural value of the balaban is increased by the fact that the areas best for growing apricots are either 
inconveniently situated within the Naxcivan Autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan, or within the region 
holding the historic center of Azerbaijani music and literary arts, a territory which is currently 
inaccessible to Azerbaijanis, due to the ongoing Nagorny Karabakh conflict.8  
 Aside from my focus on the apricot tree as a primary material for the balaban, it must be noted 
that apricots are representatively significant to the Caucasus region. More work can certainly be done in 
this area. One indication of the fruit’s importance in Armenia is the song text and performance of that 
country’s 2010 entry for the Eurovision Song Contest. Pointedly entitled “Apricot Stone,” the chorus 
consists of the following lines: 
                                                
8 The inaccessibility of both of these regions is made more complicated by the fact that Armenia has temporarily and 
illegally occupied several districts of Azerbaijan that lie between Nagorny Karabakh and the Armenian border, 
thereby also inhabiting the zone between Nagorny Karabakh and Naxcivan. This occupied territory includes all or 
part of the regions of Lachin, Kelbajar, Aghdam, Jabrail, Fuzuli, Kubatli, and Zangilan, 
http://www.azeri.net/azerbaijan/karabakh-conflict/, posted 28 November 2010, accessed 1 December 2010. 
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 Apricot stone, hidden in my hand, given back to me from the motherland. 
 Apricot stone, I will drop it down in the frozen ground. I’ll just let it make its round. 
This text was sung in English by Eva Rivas, an Armenian-Russian, narrating the experience of holding 
onto Armenian culture while living abroad. Clearly the seed (stone) of the apricot represents a piece, or 
perhaps the essence, of the singer’s homeland, and is a sign of her desire to implant some of that 
homeland into her new environment. To promote this song the vocalist made a brief tour through Europe, 
during which she disseminated and helped plant numerous apricot seedlings (Brey 2010). In the stage 
performance, along with enlisting the participation of world famous Armenian duduk musician Djivan 
Gasparyan, a huge model of an apricot pit was placed center stage. Another example of the fruit’s 
importance within the region is the annual Golden Apricot Film Festival, first held in 2004 and hosted by 
Armenia each July. The 2010 (seventh annual) festival was swamped with their greatest number of entries 
thus far, five hundred films from seventy-five countries. The top prize, the Golden Apricot Award, went 
to a Turkish filmmaker, Reha Erdem, perhaps a small sign of improved relations between these two 
countries.9  
 My attention to the apricot and to the set of relationships pertaining to the balaban’s socio-
political geography began with a comment directed to me in the workshop one day: “the sweeter the 
apricots, the sweeter the tone of the balaban made from their wood.” “Really?” I thought. This sounded 
almost magical. The fact is, however, that the fruit of a tree is sweetest on the trees that grow, 
geographically, where they are happiest, that is, where the climate and topography are most conducive to 
their optimal growth and fruit production. Even to my naked and untrained eye, the wood of these apricot 
trees, cut from certain areas of Azerbaijan, seem indeed to develop a richer, more beautiful, red-toned 
glow. The density and consistency of the wood grain were also increased, creating a material ideal for the 
round and saturated musical tone most desired by musicians on this instrument. It was according to my 
artisan educators that the sweetest apricots in Azerbaijan come from the areas in and around Nagorny 
                                                
9 http://asbarez.com/83508/golden-apricot-film-festival-concludes/, posted from combined news sources on 20 July 
2010 by Kyle Khandikian, accessed 1 December 2010. 
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Karabakh and from the area of Naxcivan, areas that fringe either side of the Lesser Caucasus Mountain 
range. Though unfortunately unable to visit either of these regions myself, I did find corroborating 
evidence later, in an extensive article on the apricot published in Horticultural Reviews. In it the authors 
report that, “In China, Middle Asia, or the Caucasian region, apricot trees are always native on high 
mountains.” They continue with a list of high elevation locations (1200–3650 m above sea level) within 
which researchers have found “wild forms of P. armeniaca” (Faust et al. 1998:248).10  
 In 1988, the mountainous, apricot-rich, region of Karabakh was the center of a conflict between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia that was just erupting into the public sphere. That February, the Soviet 
administration in the Nagorny Karabakh autonomous region of Azerbaijan voted to secede from the 
Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan and transfer its territory to the Soviet Republic of Armenia. On 15 June of 
that year, the Armenian Supreme Soviet formally accepted Nagorny Karabakh’s request, and two days 
later, the Supreme Soviet of Azerbaijan countered by reasserting the fact that Nagorny Karabakh was 
within the sovereign territory of Azerbaijan and would therefore remain part of that state (de Waal 
2003:289). The aspirations of many Karabakhi Armenians and the desires of various political actors 
within Karabakh, Armenia, and the Soviet administration of the Caucasus moved quickly into the public 
sphere where they began to incite ethnicity-related protests and civil unrest. The intercommunal tension 
that developed between people who had lived side-by-side for years caused fear and led to pockets of 
local violence. In some cases Azerbaijanis and Armenians fled their homes voluntarily for their 
representative republics, but in many other cases they were expelled or deported by force. Eventually, the 
tensions erupted into a period of full war, thankfully short-lived, as it simmered down to the state that 
remains today: a tense stalemate. 
 Along with the loss of people’s lives to violence, the loss of livelihoods, village communities, and 
infrastructure, the conflict over Nagorny Karabakh has cost Azerbaijan a primary resource of its musical 
culture: quality apricot wood. This, however, is just the tip of the iceberg in terms of the cultural heritage 
                                                
10 The site list was short considering the size of the geographical areas in question, and unfortunately did not include 
specific location research on either the Lesser or Greater Caucasus mountain ranges.  
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associated with the region. An autonomous oblast during Soviet times, the region of Karabakh is 
celebrated as the epicenter of Azerbaijan’s literary and musical heritage. Its principal city, Shusha, is 
especially significant to Azerbaijanis and, according to one Azerbaijani journalist, is considered the 
“heartbeat of Karabakh.” “The fact that they [Azerbaijanis] cannot live there today,” he explains, “is felt 
as a deep psychological wound and insult. They still consider the city to be rightfully theirs” (Alibeyli 
1998:52). Shusha is also colloquially referred to as the “Conservatory of the Caucasus,” and many of 
Azerbaijan’s past and current highly accomplished musicians, vocalists, composers, and conductors are 
from, or trace their family ancestry to, this area (Alibeyli 1998; Aliyeva 1997; Naroditskaya  2002) 
(Figure 3.1). Complicating the issue is the fact that Armenians also claim significant heritage connections 
to this same region. As de Waal explains in Black Garden,  
The cultural and symbolic meaning of Nagorny Karabakh for both 
peoples cannot be overstated. For Armenians, Karabakh is the last 
outpost of their Christian civilization and a historic haven of Armenian 
princes and bishops before the eastern Turkic world begins. Azerbaijanis 
talk of it as a cradle, nursery, or conservatoire, the birthplace of their 
musicians and poets. Historically, Armenia is diminished without this 
enclave and its monasteries . . . geographically and economically, 
Azerbaijan is not fully viable without Nagorny Karabakh (de Waal 
2003:3). 
 
 While it is clear that Azerbaijanis feel a deep sense of cultural separation due to the loss of 
Shusha, no one would venture to argue that the Nagorny Karabakh war was fought in the name of apricot 
wood. It may even be that hardly anyone has noticed—except for the balaban artisans and musicians—
that the loss of Karabakh has created such a disconnection between Azerbaijani musical culture and this 
primary resource of material sustenance. The dilemma is that the geographical location of this apricot 
wood has an effect on the balaban as an object. It has innocently entwined the instrument with the geo-
political landscape of Azerbaijan’s current socio-political trials. 
A Reed of Mystical Fire  
 Just as geography has played a role in this analysis of the significance of apricot wood in making 
the balaban, so too have centuries of changing culture and society contributed to the instrument’s 
composition as an object of meaning and as a musical tool. The use of apricot wood connects the balaban  
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Figure 3.1: Sampling of Important Azerbaijani Musical Dynasties  
Connected to Shusha (Mid-Nineteenth Century–Present) 
 
 
  HAJIBEYOV          BADALBEYLI   ALIVERDIBEYOV 
  FAMILY          FAMILY   FAMILY 
 
 
          Hajibey H.         Abdul Husayn H.               Bashir B.                        Aghalar A. 
             (1892–1901)             (1880–1953)11 
                 tarist, enthusiast  
          ???                       Shirin Aliverdibeyov               Azyat Aliverdibeyov                      Mahbuda 
         (1853–1939) 
 
 
              İsmayil                              Sayad          Badal                    Nushaba 
                (1879–1921)              (1872–1954)         (1875–1932)                   (1925 -) 
             voice (muğam/opera)  
 Zohra               Abuhayat                        Ahmad “Agdamski”     Nazim 
 Pashayeva              (1880–1951)         (1884–1954)                     (1926–1985)12 
             voice (muğam/opera)                   composer, cellist 
                 Zulfugar          Rasim 
                (1884 – 1950)13             (1930–1993) 
                composer             violist 
                                Uzeyir       Afrasiyab     Kazim 
    Soltan                (1885–1948)      (1907–1976)      (1934 -)14 
   (1919–1974)               composer15                                   composer16     conductor 
 Music Academy               Jeyhun       “Shamsi” 
 Director 1969-74               (1891 – 1962)      (1911–1986) 
                 librettist, journalist              musical director 
           Mastura    
       İsmayil                                                                 
        (1949–2006)         Davud 
                                                                     “Niyazi”17                                        
          (1912–1984)     Turgut 
          conductor, composer   
          Chingiz 
          (1913–1971)     
          composer     Farhad 
         (1947 -) 
         pianist, current Music  
         Academy Director 
          
           
                    
                    Dilara 
                    (1982 -) 
                    pianist-in-training 
 
                                                
11 The dates given here are disputed between my three sources (Aliyeva 1997; Naroditskaya 2002; Musiqi Dunyasi Online). I 
have chosen the dates offered by Musiqi Dunyasi (journal) as it is the only source published in Azerbaijan.  
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. In addition to being a composer, Zulfugar was instrumental in establishing Baku’s Musical Comedy Theater  
14 Ibid. with regard to a conflicting date of birth. 
15 Uzeyir Hajibeyov is considered by Azerbaijanis to be their “Father of Classical Music.” In addition, he was instrumental in 
establishing the Baku Music Academy. 
16 Afrasiyab composed Azerbaijan’s first ballet, “Qiz Qalasi.” 
17 Niyazi (known by just his first name) was adopted into the Hajibeyov family (Naroditskaya 2002:129), and grew to become the 
famed director and conductor of Azerbaijan’s Symphony Orchestra, serving in this position for 40 years. 
 
KEY: 
      Male       Married   
 
     Female 
                                              Siblings 
     Male musician               
                                                    Parent/child 
     Female musician                        Bracket 
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to the physicality of Azerbaijan—to the land itself—while the cane reed, my next area of focus, connects 
the instrument to spiritual and artistic aspects of Azerbaijani culture.   
 In thinking about these potential links, I found an interconnected chain of signs and ideas with 
ideological foundations that help inform the current meaning and use of the balaban in Azerbaijani 
society. Over the past two millennia, the territory of Azerbaijan has been the site of drastic changes in the 
movement of peoples and systems of belief. Originally animist, or pagan, in nature, the spiritual teachings 
of Zoroaster (Zarduşt, in Azeri) and then Mohammad took greatest hold among the people and eventually 
morphed into traditions unique to the area. Zoroastrianism, Shi’a Islam, and Sufi Islam have all 
contributed strongly to the current spiritual climate and are also evident in Azerbaijani arts—in 
architecture, graphic design, literature, and music. The synchronism of these multiple spiritual and 
religious systems allowed certain signs of importance to move between them and to become connected to 
various material elements of society. These signs, in turn, acquired additional layers of meaning and 
significance with each reassertion. Among the most important, and one which is connected both abstractly 
and concretely to the balaban’s reed, is fire. 
Zoroastrianism 
  Fire is, arguably, the central sign of the faith of Zoroaster, representing for Zoroastrians the 
Creator of Mankind, Ahura Mazda. Though now restored as a museum, there is a Zoroastrian fire temple, 
or Atashgah, that sits in the district of Suraxanı on the outskirts of Baku. The temple complex, no longer 
an active place of worship, has a new purpose promoting Azerbaijan’s lagging tourist industry. An 
artificially maintained fire is kept burning in the recess of the central structure, where an eternal, naturally 
occurring gas flame had originally burned. As a side note, when one of my US Embassy acquaintances 
went to visit the temple in 2006, he was surprised to find the fire out upon his arrival, and watched 
through cracks in the entrance doors as it was relit before he was allowed entry (Plate 3.4).  
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  Plate 3.4: The inner courtyard and structure of the Zoroastrian Temple (Ataşgah)  
  situated on the outskirts of Baku. Photo by Natasha Kipp, 3 November 2005.  
 
 Fire is also one of four elements still recognized in Azerbaijan during the celebration of the spring 
equinox, Novruz. This new year holiday, originally a Zoroastrian festival that was celebrated in honor of 
Ahura Mazda (God) (Nigosian 1993:32), is significant to Zoroastrianism because it marks the day that 
Zoroaster purportedly arrived at the banks of the river Aevatak at the edge of Persia—a branch of the 
Daitya (considered to be the “River Jordan” of Zoroastrianism) (Jackson 1899:40).18  According to 
religious sources, it is along that river on the last day of the month of Spendarmat (20 March) that 
Zoroaster “receives the first premonition and manifestation of what is to come,” and it is only days later 
that he receives his first vision of divine revelation (ibid.). Some Azerbaijanis, however, consider the 
holiday a remnant of older pagan beliefs, citing the veneration of the four primary elements—earth, air, 
fire and water—as proof. The truth, no doubt, lies somewhere in between. There have certainly been 
many pagan symbols (the Christmas tree being a great example) that have become transplanted into the 
celebration of new spiritual beliefs and their accompanying holy days. If nothing else, it is symbolic of 
the human tendency to hold onto what is familiar.  
                                                
18 The ancient Daitya/Daiti River, is today known as the Aras to the Armenians and the Araxes to the Azerbaijanis. 
It runs along the boundary between these two countries and then flows south, creating the present-day boundary 
shared between southern Azerbaijan and Iran.  
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 Whatever the origins of honoring these four elements, the fact remains that for Azerbaijan Novruz 
(20–21 March) is the culmination of four weeks of preparatory celebration, during which one week is 
dedicated to each element. It is also true that among these elements, fire is especially important for 
enacting customs of self-purification and renewal, as well as for community building. As part of this 
lengthy March celebration, communities build bonfires in the courtyards of their apartment blocks. 
During my fieldwork, I saw many groups of neighbors gather in the evening to socialize and watch the 
flames, while their children and the youth waited for the fire to die down, just low enough to allow 
clearance for leaping. The tradition is to jump repeatedly over the fire, three to seven times (depending on 
whom you ask). According to my Baku landlord, the fire acts as a purifier, cleansing a person’s aura as 
they pass over its flames. He described the action as a way to personally ensure a fresh start for the New 
Year. 
 A prominent icon in Azerbaijan related directly related to fire is the buta, which is a graphic 
image in the shape of a single paisley or stylized flame. While this artistic rendering of the buta may have 
been initially unrelated to Zoroastrianism, it has been linked retrospectively to the shape (from an aerial 
perspective) of Baku’s iconic Qız Qalası, or Maiden’s Tower, which is suspected to have been built by 
Zoroastrians, or perhaps used by them as a “Tower of Silence” (a place where the dead, considered 
unclean, were laid to be scavenged and picked clean by crows and vultures). This stylized flame has 
become a central image for the nation of Azerbaijan. The Azerbaijani coat of arms, for example, features 
such a flame at its center. The buta is also a very popular symbol in Azerbaijan’s art world and has been 
adopted for national promotion in the spheres of international media and advertising. Recent examples 
include the very bold, red, green, and blue buta-covered pants of Azerbaijan’s team uniform at the 2010 
Winter Olympics in Vancouver, and the company logo adopted in 2005 for Azpetrol, Azerbaijan’s largest 
independent oil company.19 The logo features a circle of green butas forming an eight-pointed star, not 
unlike the star featured on the Azerbaijani coat of arms and the national flag, which also have eight points 
(Plate 3.5).  
                                                
19 Available at: http://www.azpetrol.az/index.php/?mod=inside&menu=118&lang=en, February 2010. 
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        Plate 3.5: Left to right; The Azerbaijani coat of arms and the Azpetrol logo, each featuring the buta. 
 
 The name of the country, for both linguistic and geothermal reasons, also bears a connection with 
fire—“Azerbaijan” translates as “land of fire” and some areas of sandy steppe in the south of the country 
have crude oil and natural gas deposits so close to the surface that the earth either dissolves into sticky, 
quick-sand like bogs or spontaneously erupts into flames. A native plant is also colloquially referred to as 
the buta. According to the websites of both Azpetrol and a company both selling Azerbaijani rugs and 
educating the internet public about them, this thistle-like shrub burns for a very long time, making it 
wonderful both for warming the home and fueling the tendir for cooking.20 When set ablaze, each branch 
of the shrub burns separately, behaving like individually lit candles and producing flames reminiscent of 
the buta shape.21 
Sufism 
 Islam and its mystical counterpart, Sufism, spread through the Persian Empire, including what is 
now Azerbaijan, starting in the seventh-century AD with the fall of the Sassanids. Centuries later, Shi’a 
Islam became the official religion of the Safavid Empire under Shah Ismail (1501–26), and it remains the 
most prevalent faith in Azerbaijan today—despite seventy years (1921–91) under the anti-Islamic, anti-
                                                
20 The tendir is a clay oven used to bake a traditional and common type of Azeri flat bread (tendir çörәyi), similar to 
Indian naan. Brush and charcoal are placed in the center bottom of the oven’s tall cylindrical structure, and the bread 
dough is deftly slapped into place along its inner walls.  
21 Available at: http://www.azerbaijanrugs.com/oecr/oecr-buta.htm May 2010, and 
http://www.azpetrol.az/index.php/?mod=inside&menu=118&lang=en February 2010. 
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religious rule of the Soviet Union. While Shi’a Islam has had such a strong administrative and 
institutional effect on Azerbaijani society, Sufi Islam has had a greater impact on Azerbaijani classical 
literature and musical traditions—especially in poetry and on the spiritual nature of the musical genre 
muğam. It is through the philosophy and literature of Sufi Islam that fire has acquired another layer of 
spiritual significance, becoming interconnected with that of the reed, and further informing my analysis of 
the balaban’s material structure and cultural meaning.    
 Among the central worship practices of Sufi orders is the zikr. This practice is an act of 
meditative prayer that typically includes the use of music and dance (sema) in conjunction with the 
repetition of God’s name, as a method for emptying the self of “the self.” As Friedlander explains, in his 
instrumental book on Sufism, 
Here lies one secret in the zikr of the Sufis. All desires should be 
eliminated from the heart with the repetition of the negation, la illaha 
(there is no God) and replaced with the love of God, illa’llah (but God). 
When nothing but God is remembered, a man’s zikr is pure. The 
Whirling Dervishes repeat their zikr as they turn to the wailing sound of 
the ney [reed flute] . . . . In the Sufi tradition music has never been an 
entertainment or a distraction, but is a meditation that reminds one of a 
state of being (Friedlander 2003:38). 
 
Ethnomusicologist János Sipos, who in 1999 took an expedition through Azerbaijan to collect music for 
his book Azeri Folksongs (2004), has documented that the zikr continues to be practiced, both by groups 
of men and of women. He records in his field notes that in the village of Sündi, in east-central Azerbaijan, 
“It happened here that they let me make [a] video recording of the secret religious zikr dance of the 
women, which starts with slow prayers to Allah and ends with trance” (Sipos 2004:37). Though scant of 
detail or additional cultural context, Sipos writes that he also made recordings of men’s zikr in Dagh 
Göyler, a village just to the south of Sündi (ibid.:38–40).22  
                                                
22 Sipos includes seven tracks of zikr songs within his 60-track accompanying CD. All of them are strictly vocal, 
with the occasional addition of rhythmic clapping. Though no musical instruments were used in these recorded 
examples, it should be noted that the techniques for worship used by Sufi orders vary widely, though basic 
principles and mystical metaphors are shared. As renowned scholar of Islam, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, clarifies, 
Rumi received as inspiration from Heaven the sacred dance that has made the [Mevlevi] order so 
famous and that even attracted the attention of early European travelers, who referred to the 
Mevlevis as whirling dervishes. Rumi also brought the extensive use of music to his order . . . . 
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 Along with such practices of worship, involving both music and movement, Sufism developed a 
rich metaphorical language in order to better express the abstract spiritual ideas that its adherents sought 
to embody. The musical genre of Azerbaijani muğam, introduced earlier as a component of the balaban 
musician’s repertoire, exemplifies how Azerbaijani literary arts have been strongly influenced by these 
Sufi metaphors. In fact, as Naroditskaya has written, “The ghazals [verse] typically employed by 
Azerbaijanian musicians in mugham performances were written, for the most part, by Sufi poets” 
(Naroditskaya 2002:23). Though currently an important genre to the solo balabanci, muğam is actually 
better known as a vocal genre, in which a singer (xananda) is accompanied by a muğam ensemble—as 
noted above, a trio comprised of tar, kamancha, and dәf that at times has included the balaban (in the 
place of the kamancha) (Abasova, et al. 1992:109). Muğam texts, drawing from this mystical poetry, 
infuse the singer’s vocalizing with spiritual potency that affects both performers and listeners.   
 Regarding the metaphor of fire and its spiritual connection to the performance of muğam, Alim 
Qasimov, Azerbaijan’s most acclaimed xananda, stated in a 2001 interview with Azerbaijan 
International23 editor-in-chief, Betty Blair, that  
The word touches my heart and then “lights a torch” there. It cleanses 
you from inside and makes you purer. It makes you pay attention to the 
eternal things in life. I believe that mugham has tremendous power—I’m 
convinced it can even prevent criminals from committing crimes. There's 
no place for hatred in your heart when you listen to mugham. It works 
upon your soul (Blair 2001:44).  
 
Among the Sufi-inspired poets whose verses are chosen for muğam is the renowned sixteenth-century 
author Mohammad Fuzuli of Baghdad, the influences of whose work have not only effected muğam but 
also modern Azerbaijani opera. Known simply as “Fuzuli,” he is claimed as one of Azerbaijan’s literary 
greats. The poet’s Azeri version of “Layla and Majnun,” an Arab legend, was based upon Nizami 
                                                                                                                                                       
Other Sufi orders have sama’ or sema [a component of zikr], comprised of both bodily movements 
and music. Some, such as the Chishstiyyah of India, pay special attention to the use of music in 
their gatherings and like the Mevlevi have musicians associated with their Sufi centers. But there 
is no Sufi order in Islam in which both music and dance, considered as sacred activities that draw 
the soul to God, have been so elaborately formulated as in the Mevlevi Order (In Friedlander 
2003:20).  
23 This is a finely produced, cultural arts-oriented magazine that is published in California (USA). To my knowledge 
it is the only mainstream (non-academic) magazine devoted to Azerbaijan; it began publishing quarterly in 1993.  
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Ganjevi’s original, mysticism-infused, Sufi model. What makes Fuzuli’s version uniquely different, 
however, is that it was written in the vernacular, Azeri, rather than Farsi, thus raising the stature of 
Azerbaijani literature. As Swietochowski explains in his marvelously dense book, Russia and Azerbaijan, 
Fuzuli (1498–1556)24 was one of the most important figures in the “first flowering of Azeri as a literary 
language used far beyond Azerbaijan” (Swietochowksi 1995:2).  
 Fuzuli’s “Laila and Majnun” became the version favored by muğam singers (Naroditskaya 
1999:200) and was also the main textual source for Uzeyir Hajibeyov’s 1908 muğam-opera of the same 
name, a composition that was considered the first classical, or “European” opera of the Middle East 
(Khalilov 1997:25; Malikov 1997:26; Safarova 1985:5). Hajibeyov’s composition was also significant for 
having successfully combined Western classical operatic form with the performance of traditional 
Azerbaijani muğam (Kipp 2004:47, 53). As such, it inspired other neighboring countries, Iran among 
them,25 to experiment with their own operatic compositions (Safarova 1985:31–32). This opera, then, 
stands as a model as well as a synthesis of Azerbaijan’s Sufi-influenced and musical heritages, and it 
continues to be on the list of classical repertoire performed regularly at the Baku Opera House.  
The Reed as Metaphor 
  Returning more directly to the discussion of the balaban’s reed and its connection to fire, both as 
a cultural and religious symbol, I move now from the centrality of fire in Zoroastrianism to the meaning 
of fire in Sufism. Just as the fires of Novruz cleanse the “dirt” from a person’s spiritual aura, so the 
language of Sufism “lights a torch” in the hearts of muğam singers. Sufism also instructs individuals to 
see themselves as a reed, the pith of which must be burned away to attain spiritual enlightenment and 
greater closeness to the Divine. In fact, in a poem by the well-known thirteenth-century Sufi poet, Rumi, 
                                                
24 There seems to be some confusion over Fuzuli’s dates of birth and death. These years are woven into the portrait 
carpet of Fuzuli, designed by Ilyas Suleymanov, that graces the cover of the Azeri/English book Fizuli’s World in 
Pictures (1995). The date of death is also confirmed by Swietochowski (1995:2), though both conflict with the dates 
presented in the liner notes of a recording of the opera Laila and Majnun produced in 2001 by the magazine 
Azerbaijan International (Kipp 2004:46n21). 
25 In the libretto for the opera Rastakhize salatine, Iran (The Awakening of the Iranian Sheikhs), Iranian composer 
M. Eshghi (1893–1923) credits “Soyle bir girek,” a choral piece from Act IV of Hajibeyov’s Leili ve Majnun, as the 
source for one of his musical motives (Safarova 1985:31).  
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an Afghani mystic who lived and traveled in the region of central Eurasia and who was later adopted as 
the founder of the Mevlevi order (the Whirling Dervishes, based in eastern Turkey), the material of the 
reed is actually equated with the burning of fire. “The reed flute is fire, not wind. Be that empty,” he 
writes, succinctly and mysteriously (Barks 1997:18). Jelaluddin Rumi is recognized as one of Sufism’s 
most influential and revered poets, and one of the most powerful metaphors found in his verse centers on 
the reed as a symbol for humankind (Friedlander 2003:37). The phrase quoted above is one example, 
indicating a clear division between the reed, as a human being, and the wind, as the breath of God. In 
order to receive the breath of God, the reed of humanity must be empty, and this is accomplished through 
the aid of (mystical) fire. It is in part for this reason that the reed flute, the Turkish ney, is considered a 
primary instrument in Mevlevi ceremonies. 
 By differentiating between the position of fire in relation to that of air, and equating the reed with 
fire, Rumi communicates two important ideas: first, the spiritual relationship of fire to air, in which the 
former, the fire, is dependent on and fed by the latter, while the latter, the air, remains self-sufficient. The 
fire is still the intermediary between an individual and the Divine, just as in Zoroastrianism, but now it is 
the product of that relationship. It burns within the individual as a result of the breath of God feeding it. 
Second, is the conceptual connection between the fire and the reed’s pith, which burns away gradually 
with the fire’s help. Without the physical impurities of the pith, the reed is empty, just as a person 
becomes perfected through greater “emptiness” or detachment from the self. The empty reed, still on fire, 
becomes a channel for the wind or breath of God that continues to feed the fire of the soul.  
 Other verses by Rumi further clarify and expand these important Sufi metaphors. In the first, he 
connects the symbolism of the breath of God to the will of God, equating one with the other in illustrating 
how Sufis believe God’s will becomes manifest through people into the material world. In this verse, 
again, the person is represented as a reed, and this time is also linked to music.  
    
   God picks up the reed-flute world and blows. 
   Each note is a need coming through one of us, 
   a passion, a longing pain. 
      Remember the lips 
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   where the wind-breath originated, 
   and let your note be clear (Barks 1997:103). 
 
The unspoken assumption here is that, by becoming empty and in essence “playable,” individuals are able 
to surrender their own will in order to be filled with that of their Creator. It also introduces a connection 
between an individual’s state of emptiness and the pain of separation. As highlighted in the above quote, 
each person’s “note” is “a longing pain.”  
 In another verse Rumi further expands the metaphor of for us, illustrating the significance of 
separation.  
   A craftsman pulled a reed from the reedbed, 
   cut holes in it, and called it a human being. 
 
   Since then, it’s been wailing a tender agony 
   of parting, never mentioning the skill 
   that gave it life as a flute (Barks 1997:146). 
 
The separation of the reed from its reed bed draws a parallel with the separation of a person’s soul from 
its divine source. Hence, in Sufi practice, we see the importance of striving for unity with the Divine, 
which more precisely encapsulates the Sufi concept of unity, through the loss or spiritual annihilation of 
self (fana). This separation of the soul from its source, Rumi says, generates such a tremendous feeling of 
distance and sorrowful longing that even the talents and abilities we are gifted with as humans cannot 
bring us enough joy to overshadow that underlying pain. While chapter four will address the topic of 
sound (timbre) and emotion more thoroughly, here it is important to highlight that the balaban’s 
construction embodies the emotional paradox just illustrated through Sufi literature: the simultaneous 
feelings of burning love and agonizing sorrow. If the reed is symbolic of the person on fire, the voice of 
the instrument, its timbre, conveys the pain of the soul’s distance from its Beloved.  
 While Rumi’s renowned position as a poet and leader within the Sufi tradition makes his 
metaphor-filled writings about the reed a prime source for understanding the spiritual concepts that link 
that material to the divine, it is important to note that this symbolism pre-dates him. In other words, Rumi 
was not the first to introduce the reed flute as a spiritual metaphor for man and his connection to God 
(Friedlander 2003:38). As both Shems Friedlander and Nezih Uzel explain,  
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This melodic instrument and its meditative mournful tone has been a 
symbol of yearning in Islamic poetry for centuries…. [In addition] In 
Hindu symbology, Krishna, the god of love, is pictured playing a flute. 
Divine love enters into man and fills his entire being. The flute is the 
human heart, and a heart that is made hollow becomes a flute for the god 
of love to play. The pain and sorrow the soul experiences through life are 
the holes made in the reed flute. The heart of man is first a reed 
(Friedlander 2003:141, 38). 
 
This metaphoric symbolism, therefore, is widespread throughout the region of the Middle East, western 
and central Asia. Interestingly, the excerpt brings to mind a quote of Armenian musician Djivan 
Gasparyan, which is further discussed in chapter four. “In its tiny holes,” he states, “[the duduk] bears the 
cry of Armenia’s bitter past” (Nercessian 2001:56). Another related point connecting the reed and this 
instrument to spiritual concepts of the soul is the interchangeability of the words for breath (shounch), air 
(ott), and soul (hokee) in the Armenian language and their relation in the old Armenian belief system, as 
attested to by Manuk Abeghian, a folklorist cited by Susie Hoogasian-Villa in her introduction to 100 
Armenian Tales and Their Folkloristic Relevance (Hoogasian-Villa 1966:60–61). One element of this 
belief system, Hoogasian-Villa explains, is that when a person dies, their soul exits the body through the 
mouth.   
 In expanding the scope of the reed’s symbolism, let me also take a moment to expand the notion 
of “the reed,” and clarify the connection I am making between the reed of the balaban and the reed 
material that constitutes the Turkish ney—the type of reed flute referenced in Rumi’s verse. Though the 
balaban mouthpiece is made of the same reed material that is cut to fashion the ney, I am not arguing that 
the Azerbaijani balaban is a Sufi instrument (though it may well have been used locally in Sufi practice). 
The Turkish ney, as the original repository of Sufism’s reed metaphors, holds that special distinction. 
Rather, I am claiming that the traditions and spiritual metaphors associated with the reed in Sufism, and 
culturally present throughout the region have contributed to the depth of what the balaban represents in 
Azerbaijan and to its meaning as an ever-evolving cultural product.  
 I support this claim with data from two sources. First is the assertion of Majnun Kerimov, an 
Azerbaijani musicologist with whom I interacted during my fieldwork and who has spent at least the last 
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fifteen years researching and physically reconstructing Azerbaijan’s ancient musical instruments in the 
basement laboratory of the Baku Music Academy, that, “Various types of neys were widespread among 
the peoples of the Middle East and other countries,” and that, “ There were several types of neys in 
Azerbaijan” (Kerimov 2003:132). Second, evidence shows that in centuries past, the word “ney/nay” was 
used in reference to the material of a musical instrument more than it was used to specify the instrument 
itself, or its form. In a fourteenth-century organological classification of wind instruments, outlined by the 
renowned Azerbaijani music theorist Abdulgadir Maraghi (1353–1434/35), the following are included; 
the nay-safud (white ney), the zamri-nay (black ney), the nay-chavur, the sur-nay (zurna, or “banquet 
reed”), and the nay-balaban. He also lists the nay-khiik (“fur” ney), which, from the description, I gather 
to be the ancestor of today’s Azerbaijani tulum, a bagpipe made from goat hide and reed pipes. For 
comparison’s sake, yet another wind instrument, the nefir trumpet, is documented as having been made of 
bronze (Abdullayeva 2000:26–32; Kerimov 2003:133). In essence, therefore, ney/nay seems historically 
to have been the generic designation for a variety of reed aerophones.     
 Organologist Margaret Kartomi has argued for the greater use of ethnomethodology, or the study 
of “non-western” or culturally relative systems of instrument classification. As she stresses, “cognitive 
schemes never develop in a vacuum, which is the reason why classifications of instruments tend to 
express their creators’ cultural assumptions (Kartomi 1990:9). In other words, not only do Western music 
scholars tend to impose their own assumptions on the foreign cultures they are trying to understand but, 
by studying native systems of instrument classification that scholar can actually gain valuable insight into 
the cognitive process behind that system’s unique organization. What Maraghi’s fourteenth-century list of 
wind instruments implies is that the spiritual symbolism attached to the cane reed most likely became 
linked culturally and organologically with that material, and not with the specific, open, end-blown reed 
flute, that Western scholars now classify singly as the ney.  
 What this analysis of the balaban illustrates—beyond outlining the instrument’s connections to 
Azerbaijan’s spiritual heritage—is that just like music itself, musical instruments are not static. Indeed, 
they are often not clearly delimited. Instead, they have a dialectical relationship with their social and 
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physical environments. The material physicality, as well as the meanings conveyed through the sounds of 
these instruments, is inscribed by changing history, customs, beliefs, and borders just as their music, in 
turn, affects society.  
Constructing the Physical Balaban 
 Balaban-making involves numerous steps and I was fortunate to learn many of these from my 
teacher, master (ustad) Babaxan Әmerov. While the balaban is occasionally made from other types of 
wood,26 ebony being the favored alternative that I noticed, the instruments that I saw made in the 
workshop were all made from apricot.  
 After the apricot tree has matured and given years of sweet fruit, its wood is not simply chopped 
and shaped into wind instruments; it is first dried in chunks for another several years to properly season 
the material. Once seasoned, the artisan observes the flow of wood grain and makes his first strategic cuts. 
While the zurna is made from a thick branch of apricot wood, pared down and drilled directly through its 
core, it is the trunk of the tree that is used for making balabans. Unlike the zurna, in the case of the 
balaban, my teacher explained to me, the core of the trunk is completely avoided. That means that while 
the wood grain of a zurna circles around the instrument’s bore, the central bore of the balaban is cut 
through the curving sweep of grain that originally formed the rings of the tree. During the drying process, 
due in part to the thickness of the material, cracks will appear in sections of the trunk, radiating from the 
tree’s core. It is the instability of that core that makes it unsuitable for balaban making. As the cracks 
move out to the outer rim of the trunk they also reveal the changing density of the wood grain. Coupled 
with the knots in the wood, which are also visible along the grain, the seasoning process provides the 
instrument maker with a visual map of the viable sections of wood for his instruments.  
 In the workshop were large sections of tree trunk that had been stripped of their bark, squared-off, 
and crosscut into rough halves (Plate 3.6). In the photograph, you can see the location of the core in the 
chunks of wood and the pattern of cracks radiating outward from each. Next, thick slices are cut from 
                                                
26 Information on this subject is conflicting. For example, among the artisans I was told that balabans were never 
made from the wood of nut trees, and yet Kerimov lists walnut, as well as mulberry and pear trees, as usual 
materials for balaban construction (Kerimov 2003:133). 
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each side of these wood blocks, avoiding the core, and then are cut lengthwise into rectangular prisms 
(Plate 3.7). It is within these prisms that balabans reside. After being cut lengthwise, the hard edges of 
each block are shaved down on a piece of heavy equipment that has a spinning metal roller set down into 
the length of the machine’s tabletop surface. The roller has a cutting edge along the length of its wheel 
and the wood is slid back-and-forth across this roller by hand, quickly wearing down each edge as it 
comes in contact with the blades. Through this process of grinding, the balaban’s squared shape is 
gradually rounded in preparation for the more precise shaving that turns it into a smoothly narrowed, 
perfect cylinder. The fully prepared cylinder of an Azerbaijani balaban measures 37 cm in length.  
  
                  
Plate 3.6: Cross sections of apricot trunk                     Plate 3.7: Cut to size and ready for balaban carving 
Photo by Natasha Kipp, 18 July 2006.     Photo by Natasha Kipp, 18 July 2006. 
  
 Once the cylinder is shaped, Әmerov typically drills the main bore through the instrument by 
hand, holding the wood in one hand while managing an electric drill in the other. An imprecise bore will 
cause the instrument to wobble as it spins, and when this happens the maker often has to start from the 
beginning again, with a fresh piece of wood. As results vary with the hand-drill technique, when Әmerov 
is able to procure a batch of really fine wood he takes his finished cylinders to a furniture-making 
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workshop and pays a workman there to machine-drill perfectly straight bores through them. This is what 
happened in July 2006, when a man brought my teacher a few very dry chunks of a marvelous apricot 
trunk from Ordubad, a region of Naxcivan known for the sweetness of its fruit.27 I mentioned earlier this 
connection between the quality of fruit and the quality of tone produced by a musical instrument made 
from its wood. In an article about the duduk in the Los Angeles Times (2006), an elderly Armenian duduk 
maker living in North Hollywood, Karlen Matevosyan, was quoted as saying, “I’ve been studying apricot 
wood all my life and I’ve been making duduks for more than 50 years. If I hear a duduk, I can often tell 
where the wood came from.”28 In the case of the batch that arrived for my teacher from Ordubad, the 
apricot wood was so dense and so free of knots and other irregularities that it was like silk to the touch. 
When I later watched the process of burning finger holes into a couple of these instruments, the wood 
seemed to melt away like butter under the pressure of the heated metal rod, applied by the steady hand of 
my teacher (Plates 3.8 and 3.9). The aroma that curled through the air with this process also had a distinct 
sweetness to it, and I remember a comment made to me at the time, by one of the other artisans, that 
shashlik cooked over this wood was especially delicious.29   
                                                
27 Workshop communication, June 2006. 
28 Litty Matthew. “Duduk: The Instrument that Makes Hollywood Cry,” 2006 [online], available at: http://galactica-
station.blogspot.com/2006/10/duduk-instrument-that-makes-hollywood.html, July 2010. 
29 Shashlik, the Russian equivalent of “kebab,” consists of chunks of meat that are grilled on skewers. Azerbaijani 
shashlik is typically lamb or mutton. The wonderfully ethnographic Russian cookbook, Please to the Table (Von 
Bremzen 1990), explains that the word “shashlik” comes from the Russian “shashka,” meaning sword (156). 
Dictionary confirmation of this, however, indicates that the word for “sword” is “shpaga,” and that “shashka” 
actually means “saber.” Either way, the indication is that the word origins are likely Russian/Slavic. Certainly the 
Georgian “basturma mtsvadi” shows no etymological similarity.  
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Plate 3.8: Әmerov burns finger holes into the wood of an      Plate 3.9: The apricot wood “melting” under the 
unpolished balaban. Photo by Natasha Kipp, 30 July  2006.         pressure of the heated rod, while smoke curls out  
            of the instrument. Photo by Natasha Kipp, 30  
           July 2006. 
 
 I saw the creation of many more balaban reeds than instrument bodies, but then these have a 
tendency to break or weather much more quickly—especially if a student happens to sit on one 
occasionally, which is sadly how I lost the most beloved of my reeds. I was introduced to reed making 
much earlier than to the construction of the instrument as a whole. Though I had shown interest in such 
things from the beginning of my lessons, no plans or timelines had been discussed, and no hints had been 
given. Then, one day in late January as I sat in the workshop trying to converse with several of my 
teacher’s colleagues in my broken Azeri, I was suddenly handed a section of cane reed the length of my 
hand and a well-worn pocketknife. Babaxan Muellim held a similar piece of reed in his own hand. Each 
length had already been tied, as if cinched somehow, two centimeters up from the bottom end. Two 
centimeters up from the other side of the cinch a line had been scored into the reed: in a circle around its 
girth. Without discussion, Babaxan indicated for me to imitate his motions as he deftly started whittling 
away the husky outer layer of the reed, from the top edge down to the score line. After that day, it simply 
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became part of my pattern of education to be given time here or there for another step, or for more 
practice, in the reed making process. The following is a summary of those steps.  
Reed Making 
 The botanical species of cane used in making both balaban reeds and the Turkish ney is arundo 
donax. Also known colloquially as “giant reed” with a look very similar to that of bamboo, it is a very 
hardy cane that grows in thick bunches and can surpass nine meters in height if conditions are suitable. 
Long sections of the harvested material are chosen for instruments and reeds by assessing the shine of 
their outer covering: the greater the shine, the healthier the reed and, presumably, the more consistent and 
dense the fiber. Instrument makers then cut sections, one each, from between each set of joints in the 
cane, and these are the sections that are converted, one each, into reed mouthpieces. Notably, the quality 
of the finished reed is not determined solely by the skill with which it is honed and shaped. In fact, given 
a certain level of skilled technique, Әmerov gave me a ratio of 1:10 in describing the number of really 
fine quality reeds that will come from within any length of good cane long enough to produce that 
number. Basically, a master persists in making dozens of reeds, always hoping that when he is done he 
will have uncovered those great ones hidden randomly within the original lengths of uncut cane.  
 Once sectioned into lengths of roughly 12.5 cm (an inch or so longer than the length of the 
finished mouthpiece), a narrow rim is formed by scoring through the hull around the bottom edge of the 
reed, approximately an eighth of an inch up from that edge. Measuring four centimeters up from that 
bottom edge, another line is scored around the middle girth. From the top edge down to this second score-
line the hull of the cane is removed. This action is accomplished with the careful use of a small 
pocketknife. By catching a piece of the top edge, just under the hull, you can slowly slide, and thereby 
slice, under the thick outer layer, down the length of the reed until you reach the scored line. That line 
acts as a stop, producing a clean edge to the bottom of the upper reed. The score-line also lends some 
guidance as to the depth of fiber that should be removed in this initial stage of production. This process of 
removal is repeated until the upper section of cane is completely stripped of its hull. 
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 Attention is turned next to the bottom half of the reed, from which the outer hull is also removed. 
Paring the hull from two centimeters up its length down toward the rim that was made along the bottom 
edge, the fibrous material is cut into as it is narrowed closer to the base. Such gradation has structural 
purposes that will become clear as I continue to describe the reed making process. In the meantime, 
however, it helps to realize that this is the end that will be wrapped thickly with cotton thread, the thread 
catching against the raised rim as it is wound. This creates the grip-end that holds the finished mouthpiece 
securely in the top of the instrument body (Plate 3.10). 
 Once the outer hull of the reed has been removed from all required locations along the 
mouthpiece, it is time to shave down and shape the fibrous material of the exposed upper half. The 
workshop tools for this delicate operation were the curved edge of a broken piece of sheet glass and a 
piece of medium grain sandpaper. The sharpest edge of glass, along its curve, was the spot used to 
carefully shave away layers of fiber, such that the exposed section of reed remained thickest at its base 
and gradually became thinner and thinner at its top edge. The shaving continued, with alternating use of 
the sandpaper to periodically even out the texture of the work, until the desired thicknesses and slope had 
been successfully reached (Plate 3.11). The result should be a perfectly smooth gradation of thick to thin. 
Needless to say, this goal is elusive for the novice, who, as psychologically difficult as it might be, should 
slice a few of their first shaved reeds in half, lengthwise, to scrutinize the slope of fiber gradation before 
they can be assured that their results (being internal and thereby invisible) are consistent and satisfactory. 
I speak from experience.  
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Plate 3.10: Scoring and removing the husk.                    Plate 3.11: Smoothing and grading the reed.   
Photo by Natasha Kipp, 30 January 2006.                        Photo by Natasha Kipp, 6 February 2006.  
  
 Moving back to the base section of the reed, the bottom rim of hull that was left intact is scored 
vertically, as if to remove four to five, evenly dispersed, thin slices. Narrow “V”-shaped wedges are then 
cut from two centimeters up, down to the reed’s base, through the hulled rim. The cut widens slightly as it 
approaches that bottom edge. The wedges are started from their peaks so as to control the consistency of 
their height and therefore the evenness with which the base can be cinched (Plate 3.12). Next the entire 
reed is dropped into a pot of plain boiling water to soften the reed material. It is left to simmer for about a 
minute and a half. Then, with the aid of a heat-resistant glove, the scalding reed is removed from the pot 
with one gloved hand, as the other prepares to quickly bind the open wedges together with a length of 
thick cotton string. This is an operation that must be done swiftly, as the reed cools quickly and just as 
quickly returns to its naturally unmalleable state.   
 Once bound, the wedge cuts should fit together snuggly without gaps or uneven slopes, so that the 
base of the mouthpiece is sealed sufficiently for the air that will move through the instrument, and so that 
the reed sits straight, in line with the instrument’s body. The reed is then dropped back into the hot water 
for another minute-and-a-half to re-soften its upper half (Plate 3.13). Upon removal, two (45-degree) 
angled cuts are quickly made into opposite sides of the upper-end of the reed, such that two peaks and two 
dips are formed, equal to and opposite each other. In preparation for the drying process, the peaks are 
pressed toward each other, meeting as they flatten the upper reed and slip through the opening of a 
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prepared beechwood mold.30 The reed is then left to dry for a day. The reed can also be flattened without 
making the angled cuts (Plates 3.14 and 3.15). By either method, the reed is slipped, top first, part way 
through the opening of the mold so that it is held tightly. Though the reed is soft enough to fold into this 
concave mold, cracks may appear on either side where the reed has essentially been folded over onto 
itself. This does not signal failure. The condition of the reed cannot be properly assessed until the drying 
process has finished, and slight cracks are easily remedied with thin strips of leather.  
 
          
Plate 3.12: Notching the bottom of the reed.             Plate 3.13: Boiling the reed to make it soft, shown here  
Photo by Natasha Kipp, 6 February 2006.              after binding. Photo by Natasha Kipp, 16 November 
               2006. 
 
 
 
                                                
30 This mold is an enlarged version of the kalpak, the olive wood clamp that closes the top edges of the balaban’s 
reed. This prevents the reed opening from continuing to expand during intervals when the balabanci removes the 
instrument from his mouth in the course of performance. The pitch of the instrument becomes more flat the wider 
the space between the reeds. The clamp also maintains the tightness of the reed when it is dry and the instrument is 
not in use. 
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Plate 3.14: Pressing and drying the reed.           Plate 3.15: Using narrower molds as the reed conforms. 
Photo by Natasha Kipp, 16 November 2006.           Photo by Natasha Kipp, 16 November 2006. 
 
 
 Finally, the shaping of the reed is finished by shaving and smoothing down the tops and sides of 
the mouth-end of the reed with finer and finer sandpaper until the top edges are “plotnii” (closely or 
tightly set together). The corners where the reed folds together on each side are also curved slightly so 
that the reed fits more comfortably in the musician’s mouth. To check that the ends of the reed are 
meeting evenly and cleanly, the instrument’s kalpak is periodically slid into place for a quick assessment. 
The length of that section of reed should approximate the length of one’s index finger. Exact 
measurements for the reed length were, thankfully, written into my note pad by Babaxan Müәllim, to 
accompany one of my diagrams. He allowed ~1mm for the bottom rim, and then assigned 110 mm for the 
entire remaining length of the reed.  
 The last step in Azerbaijani reed making is what I will call “the roasting of the reed.” It consists 
of two parts. First, a heated metal soldering wand is inserted into the wrapped end of the reed’s base. The 
goal is to carefully widen the diameter of the hole by a fraction and, if necessary, correct the evenness of 
its circular opening. The heat, which is also meant to scorch the inside of the reed up to the two-
centimeter mark, serves to harden the inner hull, thus strengthening its structure. The reed is then allowed 
to sit until cool. Part two of the “roasting” involves closing the top of the reed and pouring a small amount 
of either walnut or olive oil (~1/2 teaspoon) into the mouthpiece, from the opening in its base. The outside 
of the reed is then coated with the excess amount by carefully rubbing across it with one’s fingers. There 
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is no need to coat the threads that still bind the base of the reed, as they will be removed. Finally, the reed 
is put onto a long stick, or stuck into a wider stick of cane, and roasted over an electric or gas burner until 
it begins to smoke (Plate 3.16). As it “cooks” the oil bubbles up through the reed fiber and this excess 
should be wiped away with a cloth. Slowly, the reed, and most noticeably the remaining sections of hull, 
will darken into a rich brown color and this is the signal that the reed has been properly “seared” (Plate 
3.17). Once it has cooled, the threads at the base are cut and replaced to cover the entire surface of the 
base-end with a clean, medium-weight, black cotton thread. 
 
           
 
Plate 3.16: Babaxan, roasting the oiled reed.                           Plate 3.17: Nearly done, the reed is seared in minutes. 
Photo by Natasha Kipp, 25 November 2006.                    Photo by Natasha Kipp, 25 November 2006.  
 
 In the course of my year and a half in Baku, I saw the full construction of few balabans. As I 
came to understand, Әmerov was one of the only balaban masters living and working in Baku. 
Inadvertently, I had met another master (Mәmmәd-Naib Hajiyev) during my first visit to the country in 
2003, but was sadly unaware of their scarcity at the time and was unable to meet with him again as he was 
quite elderly and had since passed away. Another indication of the scarcity of balaban masters in 
Azerbaijan is the fact that balaban musician and teacher Alihan Samedov, the most recorded Azerbaijani 
musician on the instrument (in fact the only musician for whom I could find recordings of balaban music 
at all, in local music stores), travels from Istanbul to Baku about once a year to purchase balabans from 
my teacher for his own students back in Turkey. The low number of balaban makers would, by extension, 
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indicate a limited popularity of the instrument among students, certainly in Baku if not in surrounding 
areas, and this is what I found. Still, these numbers could be directly attributed to the lack of well-paying 
jobs for such musicians—sending its artisans into other professions, perhaps—and it should not 
necessarily follow that the instrument’s cultural importance is lessened by its current economic 
infeasibility. To compare the situation to that of the duduk in Armenia, Andy Nercessian (2001) similarly 
found few duduk masters during his own research. In the first chapter of his book, for example, he 
introduces a duduk master by the name of Garlen, and speculates that he “is possibly the only maker in 
Armenia.” Much later in the book, Nercessian considers Garlen “perhaps the only duduk maker in 
Yerevan,” Armenia’s capital (2001:4,115); either way, these are scary statistics for both countries. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
The Sonic Power of the Balaban1 
 
 
 
 My research has shown how the balaban has acquired multiple layers of meaning within 
Azerbaijan, in part because of the materials used in its construction. The most distinctive aspect of the 
instrument, however, is its sound. It is, in fact, through the balaban’s timbre that meaning is conveyed 
and emotion consequently triggered. While it is a difficult instrument to learn, given its occasional half-
holed fingerings and its capricious mouthpiece, in my balaban lessons Babaxan Әmerov’s pedagogical 
focus was most directed toward two essential elements of performance practice: sound production and 
quality. It was not only that there was rarely, if ever, a music stand, musical score, metronome, or tuner 
present—the typical trappings of music lessons on classical European instruments. It was that I learned all 
new material, tunes as well as exercises, through imitation: a steady back-and-forth stream of often-
repeated micro-phrases. At intuitively chosen points my teacher would stop and say, “from the 
beginning,” and then it was my turn to play back as much as I could remember. There was very little 
verbal communication. Whenever I made a mistake—be it of pitch, rhythm, articulation, or 
ornamentation—he would simply interrupt, mid-phrase, with the sound of his own balaban and correct 
the point of my error with musical emphasis. Then we would return to the back-and-forth of more 
imitation. Questions of how I should achieve a certain pitch or effect were at times met with the phrase 
“Эсли получится, делаеть” (If it works for you, do it), which again stressed the sound product over the 
technical process.  
The Phenomenology of Timbre 
 In the case of not only the balaban, from the local perspective, but also the duduk of Armenia and 
the duduki of Georgia, the powerful ability of this instrument to express feeling is, more than anything 
                                                
1 Some of the material in this chapter’s subsection, “Azerbaijan and Martyrdom” was previously published within 
“Creating a Cultural Battlefield: Musical ‘Masterpieces’ and the Role of UNESCO,” in Cultural Archetypes and 
Political Change in the Caucasus (March 2011), edited by Nino Tsitsishvili, and is reprinted here with permission. 
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else, a result of its sound and more pointedly, its timbre. To my ears it is a timbre that most resembles that 
of a clarinet or oboe, but due to the greater width and thickness of its double reed there is more texture to 
the timbral quality. Playing this instrument, you can feel the two reeds vibrating against each other, as 
well as against the surfaces of your own lips. The softness of the reed material and the way the air stream 
passes not only between the reeds but also through their fibers produces a very saturated quality of sound. 
I believe it is the resulting timbral haze, or the richness of timbral overtones, produced by the air moving 
through the fibrous material of the reed that gives listeners the feeling that the sound is somehow more 
ancient than that of other instruments. Perhaps it is this lack of timbral sharpness that makes the quality of 
sound so emotionally raw, and seemingly less tainted by urbanity. 
 I remember my first lesson on the balaban. I was lucky enough to produce a sound on my very 
first attempt, which greatly pleased my teacher, but the result was so surprising to me that I nearly 
dropped the instrument. Being trained as a classical flutist, I was completely unprepared for the 
physicality of the sound production, particularly the feeling of the double reed vibrating against my lips. 
Upon trying the sound again, I was once again immediately compelled to stop and was overcome with 
giggles and laughter. It tickled too much! Thoughts flashed through my mind with bemused exasperation, 
“This instrument is going to be impossible to play! I just can’t play it physically.” I didn’t say anything 
and took a moment. As my teacher remained standing there, watching me expectantly, there was nothing 
to do but to try again. Thankfully, it was not long before the sensation became common enough to allow a 
sustained tone production, permitting me to shift my focus to other factors of music making.  
 I have organized this chapter by grouping timbral factors into two categories. First, I address 
those that act upon the musician producing the sound, and second, those connected to the listener 
influenced by that sound. I have also included a section that analyzes and focuses on our expanding 
understanding and definition of timbre as a biological phenomenon. With regard to the musician, I will 
focus on three factors, beyond those of instrument construction, which directly influence timbral quality. 
The first is the most obvious: the musician’s skill, which includes his physical ability to play the 
instrument and to make accurate pitch adjustments to keep it in tune with itself and with other instruments 
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as necessary. Next, and less obvious, is the life experience of the musician and the reservoir of emotional 
memory upon which he/she can draw for musical affect. Third, I discuss the Azerbaijani belief that a 
musician’s ethnicity contributes to his/her musical ability on native instruments and is an important 
factor, for Azerbaijanis, in determining aural “authenticity.” This last factor is controversial but is 
included in my analysis because of its significant presence in my field research and for what it signifies 
about the complex issue of national ownership in the region. 
 The second half of the chapter will focus on the timbral effect of this instrument on its listeners. I 
will outline the main emotions provoked by its sound in both Azerbaijan and Armenia, first, by 
conducting an iconographic analysis of images used to promote the instrument’s music on a selection of 
Eurasian-produced compact disc covers, and second, by demonstrating some important connections 
between these emotions and certain events significant to the national narratives of each of these two 
newly-independent countries.  
Timbre and the Musician 
 With regard to timbre, the balaban is not an instrument for the overly self-conscious individual, 
as it leaves the talents and weaknesses of the musician completely exposed. Much of the instrument’s 
repertory is replete with long drawn-out tones, pitch sliding, delicate half-holed fingerings, and 
melismatic phrases. Due to the sensitivity of the reed fibers—both to embouchure pressure and 
moisture—the control of timbre becomes more and more precarious as pitches lengthen. The result is a 
dangerously high degree of what I will call “timbral transparency.” In other words, there is no place for a 
balabanci to hide flaws of imprecision in pitch, finger technique, or consistency of air stream within the 
music he is playing. My theory is that this transparency also exposes some of the musician’s internal state 
to his listener. While the phenomenon is doubtlessly more psychological than real, the vulnerability of the 
musician to the sensitive nature of his instrument gives the impression that he has been stripped of all 
public façade and his emotions nakedly expressed through his music. It can feel, to the listener—
Azerbaijani or otherwise—that the musician’s heart is pouring forth its secrets through the voice of the 
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instrument. The natural and psychological reaction of listeners is then to feel as though they have been 
pulled emotionally into an intimate musical experience.  
 Supporting this theory is an Azeri saying that connects the sound of the balaban to the 
communication of truth, or to otherwise valuable and sensitive information. I learned of it one day, about 
a month before I left the field, from a taxi driver named Qurban (sacrifice) who was doing double duty as 
a personal tour guide for myself and an expatriate acquaintance, to important sites in and around Baku. 
Not having had much luck asking my artisan friends for Azeri proverbs or sayings that mentioned musical 
instruments—perhaps they were too close to the topic—I was hedging my bets and decided to ask him the 
same question. The tour was long, and the resulting conversations included a fascinating collection of 
colloquialisms, among them the phrase “Mәn ona balabanda qandırdım” (I told [you] about it/explained 
it [to you]/persuaded you of it, on the balaban). Qurban further explained the meaning and context as 
follows: the speaker in the scenario has covertly conveyed something to his/her listener that cannot be 
said openly, but the listener has clearly missed the information being passed, hence the use of the nudging 
follow-up phrase. Other linguistic clues also indicate the communicative nature of this instrument. In the 
Azeri language there are three different words used to refer to the balaban’s reed: qamış, qarqı, and dil. 
The first two terms refer to the style or make of the reed while the last word (dil) is the Azeri for both 
“tongue” and “language.” In terms of this third label, therefore, the balaban not only plays music, it 
speaks through its reed.  
  In addition to its communicative qualities, the balaban’s structural simplicity also contributes to 
the phenomenon of emotional transparency. Its body is connected to the reed, the reed to the mouth, and 
the mouth to the air stream, as if they were all parts of a single extended tube. While these direct 
connections between the musician’s breath, the instrument, and the sound produced are present in the case 
of most wind instruments, as a flutist (non-reed), I noticed a distinct difference. In casual conversations 
with American musicians of classical reed instruments, such as the oboe and clarinet, the personal and 
even emotional link with their instruments through the breath and the sensitivity of the reed/s is similar to 
what I learned of balaban musicians. And yet, for Azerbaijanis it is still different. In conversation one day 
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with artisan Famil Qurbanov, the latter referred to the balaban as a “cultural fingerprint (отпечатки)” of 
Azerbaijan. The metaphor stresses both the one-of-a-kind uniqueness associated with the sound quality of 
the instrument and an inextricable connection to Azerbaijani identity. He then made a parallel between the 
balaban and the Qiz Qalası (The Maiden’s Tower, Baku), linking them as national symbols of 
Azerbaijan. Other countries and continents, like India and Africa, have variants of the instrument, 
Qurbanov further explained, but “see how our balaban cries, talks to a person?” Regardless of the variant, 
he felt strongly that a specialist could say which variant was from which location, like a “criminologist 
(криминолог)” studying fingerprints.2  
 The balaban is open-holed (keyless), and along with its ability to subtly and drastically shape and 
slide between pitches, an accomplished Azerbaijani balabanci is not really playing the instrument at all, 
but rather the air stream. The breath directed through a balaban must be fast and direct to produce good 
sound, and with a musician’s practiced touch, he can actually feel the air rushing beneath his fingers. 
Flitting lightly over the air’s exposed points of exit, his fingers are actually playing with the stream of 
breath underneath and not with the holes themselves. As Әmerov described a softly played, rapid-fire trill 
to me one day, during a lesson in early February (2006), “it’s like the air is throwing your finger off the 
instrument.” The action of the trill was away from the instrument, not towards it, with the fingers only 
grazing the top edge of the air stream. The ornaments therefore dance along that stream, while the actual 
tones of the melody are allowed to break in upon it. The balaban, then, is but a channel for the musician’s 
breath, belying not only his skill and talent but potentially also his inner emotional state through the 
quality of the sound he produces. His technical skill on the instrument is expressed through this subtlety, 
therefore, as much as it is through traditional ideals of virtuosity. Certainly, in my experience, I first 
learned to physically approach the instrument accurately, only to find I needed to “unlearn” those very 
actions and play by loosening my grip on the holes of the instrument, thereby allowing the airstream to 
flow freely and tangibly under my fingers.  
                                                
2 Famil Qurbanov, personal communication, 4 August 2006. 
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 The second factor contributing to the effective timbral quality of the balaban is the emotional 
depth of life experience acquired by the performing musician. This idea is not new, and can be found 
within the theoretical literature of ethnomusicology. John Blacking, for example, in a 1969 essay 
originally entitled “The Value of Music in Human Experience,” states that “the value of a piece of music 
as music is inseparable from its value as an expression of human experience” (Blacking 1995:31). In its 
simplest sense, I understood his statement as an equation:  
Music + Human Experience = Social Value 
While it is unclear what exactly Blacking meant by “a piece of music,” whether a composed score, a 
selection of repertoire, or simply a sound event; whether the “human experience” is being attributed to the 
listener, in his/her understanding of the music, or to the performer, through the personal experience that 
informs the music he/she is producing; and what Blacking meant by the word “value,” whether absolute 
or culturally-determined, Blacking’s statement is nonetheless useful for honing my analysis.  
 First of all, I take the basic premise of the aforementioned equation as both true and dialogical. 
Just as human experience can acquire depth and added value through the addition of music, music 
acquires depth and added value through the infusion of human experience. In other words, the life 
experiences of a musician, playing music for a listener, effect the way that music is delivered, just as the 
response of the listener, to that same music, is affected by his/her own human experience. The beauty and 
mystery of this equation is that for all its simplicity, its resulting “value” is not only unique to a culture or 
society, but also unique to each individual within those groups and their sub-groups.  
 What struck me most about Blacking’s statement, however, was that an integral part of the 
equation seemed to be missing. The significance of the color of sound (timbre) had been ignored. Timbre, 
I am arguing, is a primary vehicle through which a sound event intertwines with musical performance and 
encapsulates meaning. What I attempt in this chapter, then, is a temporary separation of musical structure 
(melody, rhythm, form) and timbre in an attempt to emphasize the significance of the latter as a vehicle of 
meaning. Towards this end, the chapter splits the dialogical nature of Blacking’s equation, first assessing 
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elements factoring into the musician’s production of timbre, and then analyzing those that can affect the 
listener’s perception of that timbre.  
 In Andy Nercessian’s book, The Duduk and National Identity in Armenia, renowned Armenian 
duduk vitruoso Djivan Gasparyan remarks on the instrument’s ability to convey sorrow by saying, “If a 
man has had a good life, he cannot play the duduk well, it is just not possible” (Nercessian 2001:48). His 
statement emphasizes the belief that a duduk player must have experienced some hardship to be able to 
effectively convey the range of emotions associated with the instrument and a lot of its music. A similar 
sentiment was expressed to me during an invited November 2005 visit to the home of a professional 
female aşıq while in Baku. As I recorded in my notes that night, the musician, the mother of the family, 
sang in the most beautiful, charming, quiet and moving voice that I think I have ever heard. Its sweetness 
was painful. She would stop periodically to emphasize certain verses again, in spoken Azeri, for the 
benefit of the friends who had brought me and who understood more of the language, as I just soaked up 
the experience. Previous to that visit, I had considered the value of the voice secondary to that of the text 
in the aşıq tradition of Azerbaijan. What I learned instead was that it is the quality of the voice that gives 
power to the words, and not the reverse. As her mother performed, one of the daughters explained to me 
quietly that the voice is the vehicle for the words and therefore it must be beautiful. “Not everyone can be 
a good aşıq,” she explained, bringing to mind the words of Gasparyan, “you have to be able to convey 
meaning with your voice so that the listener stays engaged.”  
 The daughter’s comments mirror Gasparyan’s with regard to the importance of translating 
meaning, or experience, through the quality of a musician’s sound, and point to a set of beliefs regarding 
musical aesthetics that is shared across regional borders. Gasparyan makes it clear that with regard to the 
duduk, it is life experience that adds a necessary depth to a musician’s sound and, therefore, to the power 
of his music. While the concept is perhaps not unique to Armenia and Azerbaijan, what is striking is that 
the concept has been internalized by culture members to such an extent that it seems taken for granted 
until it needs to be taken apart, analytically speaking, as in explanations for foreigner visitors such as 
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Nercessian or myself, or until it becomes apparent through colloquial turns of phrase, as in my next 
example.  
 For nearly a full year while in Baku, I held an informal English conversation table once a week 
for young people and adults studying the language. While the ultimate goal was to find something I could 
offer while I was in country, the activity proved educational to me because I learned so many random bits 
about Azerbaijani society that I would have otherwise missed in my day-to-day living. On one occasion, 
for example, I was introduced to the Azeri phrase, “Menim ayyaqabımı qeyine bilersen, amma menim 
yerişimi yeriye bilmersen.” I mistakenly took the phrase, at first, to be similar to the English phrase, 
“Don’t judge a man until you’ve walked a mile in his shoes,” but I assumed wrong. The correct and literal 
translation of the Azeri is, “You can walk in my shoes, but you can’t walk as I walk.” Sure, both phrases 
are about walking in another’s shoes, but the focus and meaning are significantly opposite. The English 
phrase chastises the judging of another person, without having knowledge of and some sympathy for that 
person’s life experience. It also implies that by making the effort to gain those things, you can in fact 
reach some level of understanding. The Azeri phrase, however, stresses the individuality of each person’s 
life experience, to the extent that the metaphor of the shoes no longer stands for a person’s life, but is, 
rather, a symbol for the outer “clothing” of a person’s inner self—the latter of which is a place sacrosanct 
from all others. “You cannot feel my life as I have felt my life. Even if you tried to live it (in my shoes),” 
the Azeri phrase boldly asserts. It is the embedding of such feelings in metaphorical language that lends 
added salience to the value placed on the emotional depth conveyed by talented musicians to their 
listeners. 
 From the Azerbaijani perspective, the third—and most controversial—factor contributing to 
timbral quality, whether perceived or actual, is the ethnic “authenticity” of the musician. This seems a 
salient factor in Armenia, as well, where the instrument has been tied to the “body” of the Armenian 
nation as evidenced through statements such as, “In its tiny holes [the duduk] bears the cry of Armenia’s 
bitter past,” as Gasparyan is quoted as saying in Nercessian’s book (2001:56). The statement is powerful 
in its brevity. The duduk in this analogy becomes the state of Armenia; the breath that passes through the 
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instrument, a symbol for the passage of time; and the music, as it escapes like a cry through the play of 
history upon the opening and closing of the instrument’s holes, becomes a representation of the weeping 
of generations of Armenian people for the tragedies and sorrows they have suffered through a mutually 
understood, collective experience. Innumerable other peoples have also suffered tragedy and sorrow. The 
significance of Gasparyan’s statement, however, is in the way he designates a musical instrument as both 
the repository and transmitter of the multigenerational crying of the Armenian nation—notably, one 
musical voice for the incalculable personal experiences it represents. The factors of life experience and 
ethnic “authenticity” combine in this scenario, because if a musician must feel or live emotions before he 
can meaningfully convey them, and the duduk conveys the emotional experience of being Armenian, who 
else but an Armenian can most meaningfully convey sentiment through the duduk?  It is this culturally 
relative logic that helps explain what happened to me—an American with no Eurasian heritage—as I 
learned to play the balaban in Azerbaijan with surprising success.  
 As I started taking lessons in ever-changing rooms of Baku’s Fine Arts High School, word spread 
quickly among the school’s other teachers that Babaxan Әmerov had a new student, a foreigner. My 
lessons, held two or more times a week in those first months, started to become frequently disrupted by 
other instructors who wanted to see and hear what I was doing, with their own eyes and ears. Each time a 
new person popped their head around the door, I would be asked to play the one song I had been learning: 
“Sarı Gәlin.” In retrospect, it was not only the novelty of my being a foreigner, taking serious interest in a 
local instrument, which drew the response of excited surprise from these curious visitors. It was how my 
own identity as a foreigner was coupled with and emphasized by the music I was asked to play for them. 
“Sarı Gәlin,” which translates from the Azeri as “Yellow-haired Bride,” is a highly contested song in the 
South Caucasus and eastern Turkey. (In Armenia it is titled “Sari Gyalin,” “Highlander Bride.”) Elliot 
Bates, in a recent volume about Turkish music, explains that, “There is perhaps no song in Anatolia with 
a more contested meaning than ‘Sarı Gelin.’ Versions of the song exist in the Azeri, Armenian, Kurdish, 
and Turkish languages. Even the song title is contested” (Bates 2011:103). Whether my balaban teacher 
had a cultural or political agenda in choosing my music, or whether someone dictated to him which piece 
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should be my first, I never learned. I did not know enough at the time to ask, and held such respect for the 
sincerity and effort with which he approached my musical interest that this angle was unlikely to have 
occurred to me. Certainly, no one anticipated how much interest these first lessons would generate within 
the halls of the High School, but it is possible that many of those “interrupters” viewed me as a potential 
cultural/political ambassador. Additionally, the fact that as an American I may have been seen as a 
representation of the United States should not be overlooked. My focus on the balaban, coupled with my 
repeated on-demand performances of “Sarı Gәlin,” may even have been construed as symbolic of 
American support for Azerbaijan’s “ownership” of the song and/or of the instrument itself.   
 The other curious but related phenomenon that became apparent through these interrupted lessons 
was the seeming importance of one’s ethnic heritage. While the typical pattern for visitors was to stop by 
my lesson room, express their incredulity at my singular accomplishment, praise my teacher in Azeri, and 
then leave, I had been studying for three weeks when a pair of older gentlemen broke this trend. These 
men addressed me and had a theory for why I was doing so well. Turning toward me, one asserted the 
claim that, “No one could learn to play the balaban so quickly, unless they had Turkish blood. You must 
have Turkish blood!” I laughingly thanked them for the intended compliment but explained that I had no 
Turkish ancestors. The gentleman, in turn, refused to believe me. So adamant were they with their 
continued assertions that it became rude for me to do anything but appease them by suggesting that, 
unbeknownst to me, I might indeed have some secret Turkish heritage.  
 A few weeks later, my teacher was addressing yet another group of curious teachers who had 
come to hear me play. Before they could ask or claim anything about my ethnic background, he praised 
my success on the instrument by stressing, up front, that I was a “pure American” (чистая Американка). 
I will not confront here the “unpacking” necessary for such a statement, given the problematic fact that 
there is no such thing as a “pure” American, unless, perhaps, you are a Native American. I’ll leave that 
for someone else’s dissertation. What I want to address, however, is the fact that these cultural or ethnic 
designations were significant to the people around me. For some reason, it was very important to ascribe 
Turkic-ness to me, as a means of authenticating my otherwise impossible success with the balaban. It 
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made Әmerov’s statement to that latter group of teachers that much more impressive; I remember the 
reaction of shock and awe on their faces. Not only was I a female who had learned to play the instrument, 
I was a foreigner, and I was not at all Azeri-Turkic but was actually a “pure” American. It highlighted for 
me the social importance placed in Azerbaijan on a person’s ethnic background in relation to musical 
ability on this traditional instrument.   
Timbre as Science: An Expanding Definition 
 I started this chapter with an assessment of the importance of timbre in relation to the balaban, 
but what is timbre, exactly? The second edition of the comprehensive, twenty-volume set of the Oxford 
English Dictionary defines it succinctly as, 
The character or quality of a musical or vocal sound (distinct from its 
pitch and intensity) depending upon the particular voice or instrument 
producing it, and distinguishing it from sounds proceeding from other 
sources; caused by the proportion in which the fundamental tone is 
combined with the harmonics and overtones (1989:100).  
 
This definition is lacking, in my opinion. First of all, all sounds, including those outside the parameters of 
“musical or vocal sound,” inherently carry the quality of timbre, and yet this definition excludes them. 
Even broadening the scope of timbre by defining it simply as the “color of sound,” we are still left with a 
limited understanding of those colors, how we register them, and how they affect us as humans. Our 
knowledge of timbre continues to expand with research and advancements in the fields of acoustical 
science, neuro- and cognitive science and psychology, as well as musicology (Fales 2002; Goydke, et al. 
2004; Grey 1977; McAdams and Bigand 1993; Plomp 2002; Roederer 1995).   
 Among the four main properties of music—pitch, rhythm, timbre, and intensity (dynamics)—
timbre, without a doubt, yields the greatest amount of information to the listener per unit of musical time. 
And this is an assertion strengthened by work done in the field of physics. In his comprehensive book 
Music, Physics and Engineering (1967), pioneering acoustical engineer Harry F. Olson (1901–1982)3 
                                                
3 American scientist and inventor Harry F. Olson was awarded over one hundred U.S. patents on devices and 
systems in the field of acoustics. Two of his books, Dynamical Analogies (1948/1958) and Acoustical Engineering 
(1957), remain standard reference texts for the fields of acoustics and sound recording (Harris 1989:412). 
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analyzed these properties of music. In chapter seven, he states outright that, “timbre is the most important 
fundamental attribute of all music.” Olson defines timbre as,   
. . . expressed in the number, intensity, distribution, and phase relations 
of its components. Timbre, then, may be said to be the instantaneous 
cross section of the tone quality. For practical considerations, timbre is 
the tonal spectrum. It ranges from a pure tone through an infinite number 
of changes in complexity up to a pitchless sound such as thermal noise 
(Olson 1967:254).  
 
Not only is timbre integral to music, it is significant to us as humans in our day-to-day assessment and 
navigation through ever-changing surroundings. While timbre and pitch work together, Olson highlights 
the fact that timbre can exist without pitch, and as I am arguing, timbre encodes more information into our 
brains and our psyches than pitch does alone. In fact, while timbre may exist without pitch, pitch cannot 
exist without timbre. Defining timbre simply as a quality or property of sound, therefore, is not sufficient 
to understanding its significance; nor does it explain how, as a quality, it can encode data. 
 In probing the capacity of timbre to encode, it may help to start with an understanding of the ear 
in its interaction with sound. Briefly, the sound mechanism of the ear consists of three main parts: the 
outer, middle, and inner ear. The latter is also referred to as the cochlea, and this is where sonic input is 
translated for the brain. As Olson explains, “the cochlea is in effect a sound analyzer” (Olson 1967:245). 
He describes how, as a “frequency-selective” mechanism, the internal space of the cochlea is divided by 
the Basilar and Reissner’s membranes into three parallel, spiraling channels that measure about 1.4 inches 
in length. Placed along the length of these cochlea channels are hair cells that are connected to nerve 
endings, and it is the bending of these hair cells that ultimately register sound to the brain. 
When a sound wave enters the ear canal, it impinges upon the eardrum . . 
. . The motion of the eardrum is transmitted to the oval window of the 
cochlea by the lever system of the middle ear. The vibrations of the oval 
window are transmitted into the fluid of the cochlea . . . . There are 4,000 
nerve fibers running from the cochlea to the brain. There are about five 
hair cells for each nerve fiber. Each nerve fiber is enclosed in a sheath 
like that of an insulated wire. The 4,000 nerve fibers form a single cable 
a little more than a millimeter in diameter. The cable of nerves passes 
through the temporal bone to the base of the brain (Olson 1967:244–45).  
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The physical explanation seems straight forward, but Olson dispels this notion by immediately 
highlighting the amazing sensitivity of our ears to recognize sound and by stressing that it is an ability not 
fully understood.  
The exact nature of the frequency-selecting system is not too well known 
or understood. However, it is known that the system is highly selective . . 
. . The ear is capable of distinguishing 1,500 separate frequencies . . . . 
Since the length of this selective system is 1.4 inches, each section of 
response is confined to a length of less than a thousandth of an inch 
(Olson 1967:246).  
 
 Olson is describing what happens physically when a sound wave enters our ear, but proceeds only 
to tell us what this means in terms of our specialized ability to pinpoint frequencies, or pitch. What then 
does this say about our ability to distinguish timbre? Early in his chapter on music, Olson lists the four 
properties of music as they correlate with physics: pitch/frequency, rhythm/time, timbre/waveform, and 
dynamics/intensity (Olson 1967:242). He later defines “sound wave” by providing an inclusive set of 
variables: frequency, duration (time), waveform (timbre), intensity, growth and decay, and vibrato (Olson 
1967:246). It is apparent that somehow the waveform of a sound wave is also measured by the hairs of the 
cochlea, just as it reads frequency and duration. Does the waveform, as its name suggests, change the 
pattern into which the hairs are bent along the appropriate frequency section, or sections, of the inner 
canal? If so, the pitch sensitivity of our ears, in combination with the scope of our timbral abilities is 
staggeringly awe-inspiring.  
 There is yet another level of complexity when it comes to understanding timbre, however, and it 
is one that has come more recently to the field of psychoacoustics, as well as to ethnomusicology.  
In the old view, the ear’s frequency-resolution mechanism could be 
compared quite satisfactorily with a series of band filters, and hearing 
was seen as a passive process.  More recent experimental evidence has 
revealed, however, that the auditory system cannot be explained any 
longer in terms of passive processes only, but that active processes, too, 
are involved. These rather recent modifications of our insights indicate 
that the processes required for framing a faithful perceptual picture of the 
world of sounds reaching the ears are much more sophisticated than 
previously thought.  
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 The perception process yields not only the sensation of an incoming 
stimulus, but also its (unconscious) interpretation in the context of 
previous experience (Plomp 2002:3, 6). 
 
Furthering the study of auditory processes as active, ethnomusicologist Cornelia Fales has written about 
the “paradox of timbre,” particularly the idea that, while the physical aspects of sound can be measured 
and analyzed, these aspects change as they are actively perceived through the human ear. Of the three 
characteristics of timbre that Fales outlines in her article, the third addresses timbre as a phenomenal 
experience, that is, its characteristic of being experienced through a phenomenal consciousness, as 
opposed to one that is reflective and self-aware (Fales 2002:60).   
 This idea of timbre being experienced, as Fales has expressed, through the senses or emotions 
rather than through words or other representative means (Fales 2002:60), leads me to consider timbre in 
terms of Peircian semiotics and specifically in terms of indexicality (an angle to which I will return 
below). In her own analysis, however, Fales’ claim leads to a scientific discussion of “perceptualization,” 
by which she means “ . . . any cognitive operation or feature that contributes to the perceptual outcome of 
a signal beyond the actual acoustic elements of the signal,” and, “the process by which necessary 
interpretive elements are identified, created, and combined with acoustic properties of the environment to 
create auditory precepts” (Fales 2002:63). She limits the definition of “phenomenal” to the brain’s 
subconscious running of interference on sound. Using a case study of Inanga Chuchotée music, Fales 
highlights the perceptual abilities of humans to hear third tones, or frequency-related “beats,” which she 
argues “occur solely in the mind of the perceiver” (Fales 2002:70). She summarizes:  
 From the point of view of musicians, the creation of a timbral anomaly in 
overtone singing requires that they change the sound; the creation of a 
timbral anomaly in Inanga Chuchotée requires that they change the 
listeners, inducing them to change their mode of perception.  
 
While I am unconvinced of Fales’ assertion that “third tones” are solely perceptual—as they are created 
by actual frequencies, clashing external to the ear, and can even be felt as “beats”—I was excited by her 
discussion of timbre and hope my work can expand on her topic by taking the claim of phenomenality in 
a new direction. 
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 If timbre is “learned” phenomenally, I wondered—whether or not by subconscious 
perceptualization or indexical linkage (subconscious or conscious)—do we as humans develop an aural or 
timbral intelligence just as psychologist and former New York Times journalist Daniel Goleman has 
proposed that we have an emotional intelligence (Goleman 1995)?  Howard Gardner, a professor of 
cognition and education at Harvard’s Graduate School of Education and adjunct professor of neurology at 
the Boston University School of Medicine, has introduced similar possibilities, having proposed and 
expanded upon the concept of multiple intelligences (Gardner 1983, 1993, 1999).  These thoughts sparked 
another set of questions. If we have such a specific intelligence, is it located in a finite place, like the ear 
and a certain lobe of the brain? Perhaps, being phenomenal, it locates itself throughout the entire body? 
Finally, how is this intelligence acquired, and how does it manifest itself? 
 Goleman synthesized the importance and purpose of emotional intelligence by quoting Aristotle 
in his introduction: “Anyone can become angry—that is easy. But to be angry with the right person, to the 
right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right way—that is not easy” (Goleman 
1995:xix). To complicate the issue, let us add the difficulty of knowing what “right” is, once one has 
found the “right” person and then enters the realm of subjectivity completely. Goleman places his concept 
of “emotional intelligence” in a position directly opposite that of academic intelligence, illustrating that 
each can exist or be developed in a human being to the exclusion of the other (Goleman 1995:33–34). 
Gardner similarly draws divisions between his “multiple intelligences” by outlining how they develop in 
different cognitive centers of the brain.  
 In presenting his “multiple intelligences,” however, Gardner critiques Goleman, stating that, “The 
notion of an ‘emotional intelligence’ proves problematic in certain respects.” Gardner argues that, 
“emotions are not ‘contents’ to be processed.” He explains:  
Emotions do accompany cognition, and they may well prove more 
salient under certain circumstances; they accompany our interactions 
with others, our listening to music, and our efforts to solve mathematical 
puzzles. Calling some intelligences emotional implies that other 
intelligences are not, and that implication flies in the face of experience 
and empirical data (Gardner 1999:206).  
 
   
     110 
Gardner’s point is that emotional intelligence contributes to too many other cognitively divisible areas of 
intelligence for it to remain a distinct category.  
 Interestingly, when Gardner presents his own set of divisible intelligences, “emotional 
intelligence” is not the only multitasking cognition that he addresses. In his book Frames of Mind (1983), 
he outlines seven different intelligences. Among them is musical intelligence, for which he reserves an 
entire chapter. Another chapter is devoted to linguistic intelligence, where Gardner discusses how both 
musical and linguistic intelligence draw from the same “oral-auditory system.”  
As is the case with language, musical facility can be elaborated to a 
considerable degree simply through exploration and exploitation of the 
oral-aural channel. In fact, it scarcely seems an accident that the two 
intellectual competences that, from the earliest period of development, 
can proceed without relation to physical objects, both rely on the oral-
auditory system; though, as it turns out, they do so in neurologically 
distinct ways (Gardner 1983:122).   
 
One way to view intelligence, therefore, seems to be as a layered system of sensory facilities and 
competences that feed into and across each other.  
 In explaining musical intelligence, Gardner describes a trajectory of development that peaks with 
the skill and abilities of the composer. Similarly, in discussing the acquisition of linguistic intelligence the 
end-point given is that of the poet (Gardner 1983:100, 77). While not all talented composers and poets 
come to their abilities through a traceable acquisition of knowledge, the assumption is that development 
occurs through a step-by-step process. The main point is that the trajectories of learning Gardner proposes 
are linear, even though the sensory faculties that allow such a linear progression of skill, as well as talent 
realization, are not. It is clear therefore, that knowledge is both syntagmatic (linear) and paradigmatic, and 
that the latter is due in part to “umbrella” senses like emotional responsiveness, hearing, and sight which 
input data to the brain. What I am trying to demonstrate is that, because timbre is fundamental to the oral-
auditory “umbrella,” it is also fundamental to the development of various multiple intelligences. While it 
was until only recently that definitive areas of the brain were thought to process certain cognitive abilities, 
new research has made it apparent that the brain is much more cognitively flexible. This only strengthens 
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my theory that timbral cognition is processed in multiple centers of the brain and perhaps even, 
phenomenally, throughout the body. 
 To his credit, Gardner has continued to research and expand upon his initial ideas. In his latest 
book, Intelligence Reframed (1999), Gardner actually re-conceptualizes his definition of intelligence, 
presenting it as, “a biopsychological potential to process information that can be activated in a cultural 
setting to solve problems or create products that are of value in a culture” (Gardner 1999:33–34). My 
conceptualization of timbre with regard to the balaban and duduk fits within the parameters of this 
definition. The use of the term “biopsychological” even speaks to the split nature of timbral knowledge, 
which seems to allow half of a person’s timbral database to sit in the cognitive brain, while the other half 
sits in the cognitive (and subconscious) body. What I mean is this: Timbre conveys generic information to 
the human brain that identifies a sound’s source and corresponding surroundings. At another level, 
however, timbre is phenomenal, emotional, and otherwise individually perceived. It is a very finely tuned 
and specific conveyor of socio-cultural information, as finely tuned and specific as our unique life 
experiences, and social and biological development as human beings. Gardner, too, acknowledges a 
scientific connection between the cognition of music and emotion, though admits that how the connection 
works neurologically has yet to be understood. 
Music can serve as a way to capture feelings, knowledge about feelings, 
or knowledge about the forms of feelings, communicating them from the 
performer or the creator to the attentive listener. The neurology that 
permits or facilitates this association has by no means been worked out. 
Still, it is perhaps worth speculating that musical competence depends 
not upon cortical analytic mechanisms alone, but also upon those 
subcortical structures deemed central to feeling and to motivation. 
Individuals with damage to the subcortical areas, or with disconnection 
between cortical and subcortical areas, are often described as being flat 
and devoid of effect . . . (Gardner 1983:124).     
  
 Emotion then, as a “biopsychological” component of human intelligence, seems the crucial link 
in the equation between the physical nature of timbre and the individuality of human experience. 
Emotions, simply a factor of being human, are universal. Emotional response, however, is culturally 
constructed and, from all I have observed, the people of the South Caucasus have a strong culturally 
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constructed affinity for the sound produced by this instrument. They might even be referred to as a 
“sound group,” a term used by John Blacking in reference to groups of people with a shared musical 
language, regardless of national or linguistic borders (Blacking 1995:232).  
Timbre and Emotion: A Return to “Sound and Sentiment” 
 It is paradoxical that my first experience with this musical instrument was one of lightheartedness 
and laughter because its sound for many in the Caucasus has become both iconically and indexically 
representative of sorrow and suffering. Examples thus far have included Gasparyan’s direct and iconic 
linking of the “cry” of the Armenian nation with the sound of the duduk, and the less direct, indexical 
linking of the balaban’s reed with emotions of separation, loss, and noble self-sacrifice.  
 My reference to “sound and sentiment” in the subtitle above is an acknowledgement of Steven 
Feld’s work with the Kaluli people of Papua New Guinea, and his 1982 book, Sound and Sentiment. As a 
linguistic anthropologist and ethnomusicologist, Feld’s groundbreaking ethnography of sound as a vehicle 
for embodying and communicating metaphor, in connection to culture and sentiment for the Kaluli, 
informs my discussion of emotion in relation to the use of the balaban (and in part the duduk) in the 
South Caucasus. In his book, Feld cross-analyzes Kaluli songs, myths, linguistic metaphors, social 
relations and the primary emotions of loss and abandonment with bird song, revealing Kaluli sound 
expressions as “embodiments of deeply felt sentiments” (Feld 1982:3). My research, while not as locally 
comprehensive as Feld’s, similarly analyzes the sound of the balaban as an embodiment of deeply felt, 
layered, and culturally-conditioned sentiments. While Feld analyzed specific melodic vocal motifs, which 
connected Kaluli emotions of loss and separation with bird song, I am analyzing a particular timbre in 
terms of its most pronounced set of emotional meanings, for a particular grouping of nations or 
individuals. I, too, have found reference to the emotions related to this Azerbaijani instrument in the 
realm of language. In addition, the timbre of both the balaban and the duduk has become significantly 
interconnected with their respective cultural and national narratives.  
 As I move toward a more detailed analysis of these relationships, I need first to introduce the 
influential work of another scholar, cultural anthropologist Sara Ahmed. This dissertation is about how 
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objects and sounds acquire meaning and significance from their social environment and then become 
tools of social and political influence. Ahmed analyzes just such a phenomenon, from the vantage point of 
emotion, in her book The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004). In it, she introduces the phrase “object of 
feeling,” with the idea that objects gain cultural and political meaning through the circulation of emotions 
in society.  
If the object of feeling both shapes and is shaped by emotions, then the 
object of feeling is never simply before the subject. How the object 
impresses (upon) us may depend on histories that remain alive insofar as 
they have already left their impressions. The object may stand in for 
other objects, or may be proximate to other objects. Feelings may stick to 
some objects and slide over others (Ahmed 2004:8).  
 
As illustrated by the quotation above, Ahmed suggests that emotions may become attached to particular 
objects, making them “sticky, or saturated with affect as sites of personal and social tension” (Ahmed 
2004:11), by virtue of that object’s active association with complexes of history and knowledge. I 
consider the balaban just such an “object of feeling,” one whose social environment and embedded 
histories have shaped and invested it with multiple layers of meaning through the emotions connecting it 
to that environment and those histories.  
 While Ahmed’s focus is ultimately on what emotions do as they circulate in society (Ahmed 
2004:4), I am also focusing on how certain emotions become tied to an object, through time, by analyzing 
the cultural and historical foundations underpinning the emotions most readily associated with the 
balaban. To do this, I have found it helpful to use the Peircian concepts of iconicity and indexicality, 
semiotic concepts that will become more and more relevant as this dissertation progresses. Semiotic 
theory, I find, helps in explaining the process by which “objects” become “sticky.” In melding these two 
theoretical approaches, however, I note a fundamental difference between them. Each of these theorists is 
concerned with how meaning becomes attached to things, but their systems address this problem from 
different focal points. While Sara Ahmed highlights an object’s indexical relationships to qualitatively 
understand how these relationships impact individual and social emotions, Charles Peirce, is most 
concerned with scientistically analyzing the nature of a given relationship between a sign and its acquired 
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meaning(s). Peirce’s “object” then becomes part of a triadic relationship between a sign and its 
interpretant (the someone experiencing the relationship). The quality of that relationship, as experienced, 
is described as comprising one of three sign types—the icon, index, or symbol. It is a theory more 
universalist or top-down in character than that of Ahmed, in that it has more to do with understanding the 
nature of knowledge than with analyzing, from a bottom-up perspective, culturally-specific, emotion-
based, personal and social tensions. According to Terence Hawkes,  
The complexity of Peirce’s system clearly arises from the fact that, given 
his point of departure, anything which can be isolated, then connected 
with something else and ‘interpreted’ can function as a sign. This means 
that one of the most important areas in which his notion of signs will 
usefully operate will be that of epistemology: the analysis of the process 
of ‘knowing’ itself; of how knowledge is possible (Hawkes 1977:128). 
 
As neither Ahmed nor Peirce, in my view, allows for a complete enough explanation of the phenomenon I 
have observed surrounding the balaban and its sound, I am attempting to combine the two in hopes of a 
more thorough analysis and understanding of my topic and its geopolitical ramifications. The main 
question then, as I move forward, is “How does the balaban impress itself upon Azerbaijani and other 
societies of the South Caucasus as an “object of feeling,” and how evident are the “histories” embedded in 
it?”  
 To answer this question, I turn now to the topic directing the second half of this chapter’s analysis 
of timbre—the range of affects produced by the sound of this instrument on its listeners. To do this, I will 
first focus on the iconographic representation of sound as an indexical sign that links certain sets of 
emotions to the music of the balaban and duduk by conducting a quick study of album cover images. In 
both Azerbaijan and Armenia, the emotions most associated with this instrument’s sound are personal, as 
well as collective, spiritually ethereal, and also tragically earth-bound.  
 In Azerbaijan, the most well recorded balaban musician is Alihan Samedov. Though Azerbaijani, 
Samedov lives and teaches the balaban in Istanbul, visiting Baku once or twice a year to meet with my 
teacher and buy instruments from him for his students abroad. He is an affable man, and appeared to me 
much more interested in teaching music than in promoting himself as a performer, though his CDs were 
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the only solo balaban recordings readily available in Baku music shops during my year and a half-long 
stay.4   
 The covers of Samedov’s 2001, 2002, and 2008 CDs are glossed in atmospheric mist. The first, 
entitled simply “Balaban,” features a photograph of the musician wearing a traditional Azerbaijani-styled 
coat. He seems to sit on a low rock, though there is no visible terrain around him, and he plays the 
instrument with his body and face turned in profile, away from the viewer. It is as if we are catching him 
in a private moment of musical contemplation. To increase this illusion of meditation, the monochromatic 
red background and its lack of terrain allow Samedov to become suspended, even melded, into the clouds 
of red-tinged mist that hang and drift around his image. With the red color scheme indexically harkening 
back to allusions of Azerbaijan as the “land of fire,” of Zoroastrianism, Sufi Islam, and the cleansing of 
the spirit, the viewer is left to wonder whether the sound of Samedov’s own playing has lifted his inner 
being into this more ethereal plane, and whether we as buyers will experience the same by listening to the 
recording. 
 Samedov’s follow-up CD, in 2002, is similarly designed. Once again, he is pictured playing the 
instrument without regard for us as viewers. His face is averted, only this time his head is thrown back 
and he points the balaban upwards, as if communicating directly with the heavens. The background is 
still atmospheric but blue this time, and hints at cave walls painted with ancient designs reminiscent of 
those found among the rocks of Qobustan in southeastern Azerbaijan.5 The album’s main title is Balaban 
2: Sızı (Pain), which is also the name of one of the tracks composed by Samedov. A third album, titled 
Nale (2004), highlights a similar emotion. The word “nalә” is an Azeri noun meaning moan, groan, a loud 
cry, or wail. The cover of Nale, however, is not atmospheric so much as climatologic. Its watery blue 
                                                
4 Availability in this case should not necessarily imply quality. I found real masters of the instrument in Baku, 
though few in number, and yet no corresponding balaban recordings in the local music stores. My theory is that 
these older musicians don’t have the money to produce a recording themselves, and no one is seeking them out for 
that purpose. Samedov’s move to Istanbul was likely due in part to this lack of opportunity in Azerbaijan. Most, if 
not all of his albums, are products of Turkish studio labels (Ozan Müzik, Mega Müzik, and Yeni Dünya Müzik, for 
example).  
5 This second album cover has since been redesigned, featuring a close-up of the musician playing the instrument 
with a dark, textured backdrop, similar in appearance to a wet cliff or rock face.   
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background is overlaid with a close-up of falling raindrops. Or are the drops tears? Both of these albums 
highlight agony and suffering through their direct linguistic references to pain and sorrow, but this is true 
in terms of their imagery as well. Rain and tears connote grief and depression, perhaps also drawing an 
emotional parallel between the heavenly realm and the human realm. Samedov’s image on Sizi, as he 
directs his instrument toward the sky, makes an even stronger connection between these emotions and the 
spiritual realm. His position on the cover alludes to Sufi concepts expressed by Rumi, specifically those 
discussed in chapter three that connect the reed to the idea of human separation from the divine source 
and the suffering humans engender in their efforts to reconnect, spiritually, to that source. The balaban in 
this image, however, is also more than a sign of Sufi-inspired suffering. It becomes a sign of 
communication, a vehicle translating the degree of an individual’s suffering to the divine.    
 The most recent album that I could locate also plays upon the visual themes I have highlighted 
above. Balaban 7 (2008) pictures Samedov in an embellished white tunic and pants. He stands, looking 
across and off the edge of the album cover, without an instrument. He is backed by a cream and white 
cloudlike mist. The imagery on this album brings to mind the sparsely vegetated expanses of Native 
American reservations, as well as the open steppe landscapes of both Azerbaijan and nomadic Central 
Asia. Placed in the context of the latter, the allusions of dress and terrain point toward both Sufi and 
shamanistic aspects of spirituality. Considering the range of visual options available, the examples 
provided by these album covers—the only solo balaban recordings that I have seen in the Azerbaijani 
commercial market—highlight a very specific range of mood or feeling in relation to this instrument and 
the anticipated affect of its sound. 
 In Armenia, the parallel to Azerbaijan’s Alihan Samedov is Djivan Gasparyan, Armenia’s most 
highly acclaimed duduk musician. For avid fans and followers of Gasparyan, let me be clear that in 
drawing this comparison I am not equating talents so much as similarity of position. Of the two, 
Gasparyan is far more decorated as a musician and international performer, and can boast of over a dozen 
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solo albums with many, many more having been produced in collaboration with other musicians.6 Each of 
these musicians, however, is the most well recorded on the instrument for his respective country of origin, 
and each, while being born and raised in Eurasia, is now living abroad; as mentioned earlier, Samedov 
lives in Turkey, while Gasparyan now resides in California. When it comes to the album cover art of these 
two musicians, however, there are stark differences. While Samedov’s cover choices are abstract—largely 
atmospheric, or spiritually meditative, with references and allusions to sorrow and suffering—
Gasparyan’s cover art is much more concrete, highlighting the real geography of Armenia and elements 
of its physical heritage and folklore.  
 One of Gasparyan’s most eye-catching compact discs, Apricots from Eden (1996), refers directly 
to the apricot wood used in constructing the duduk, both in title and in image. Its cover even features a 
colorful drawing of a duduk lying amidst apricots. Returning to the idea of the duduk and balaban being 
the ultimate fruit of the apricot tree—a tree native to the highlands of the region—the word and image of 
the apricot on this CD cover become metaphoric of the instrument itself. Eden, by association, becomes 
linked to the land of Armenia. But there is yet another fascinating layer to this mini-analysis. While the 
cover art corresponds to the album title, the title corresponds to the final track of the album, which shares 
its name. The track “Apricots from Eden” is subtitled “song and dance from the region of Sourmalou,” 
though the recording lacks lyrics. In the liner notes the folksong is described as being from an agricultural 
region within the province of Yerevan, the administrative center of which now sits across the border in 
Turkey. According to the CD liner, the population there fled into present-day Armenia during the 1915 
genocide, and Gasparyan learned the tune from those immigrants (Gasparyan 1996). The connection 
made between a lost piece of homeland; an area of rich horticulture (that may even have produced 
apricots, though the metaphor is powerful nonetheless) now signified as an Eden and represented by the 
fruit of the apricot tree, both figuratively and literally, shows strong parallels to a similar situation with 
regard to the instrument for Azerbaijan, as the reader will see.  
                                                
6 See Appendix A for discographies of both Samedov and Gasparyan. 
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 Two other albums, The Art of the Armenian Duduk (2001) and I Will Not be Sad in This World 
(1989/2006), also draw upon the topography of Armenia. On the first there is an image of mountain peaks 
over which a ghostly image of Gasparyan, playing his duduk, has been superimposed, and on the cover of 
the later album there is a close-up of a color-coded map highlighting Armenia’s capital, Yerevan. Yet 
another two albums, Armenian Fantasies (2000)7 and Black Rock (2009), feature folk art paintings. The 
lack of atmospheric emotions on Gasparyan’s CD covers, however, should not dissuade viewers from the 
emotional significance of the instrument to Armenians. The graphics on these covers actively position the 
duduk in relation to the physicality of the Armenian nation through their direct references to national 
folklore and geography. Even more than this, though, is how the duduk’s sound has been directly linked 
to specific events of tragic national proportion. Gasparyan’s 1989 album is an example.  
 I Will Not Be Sad in This World was originally produced in 1983, but the music was re-released 
by Gasparyan in 1989, to commemorate the massive earthquake of December 1988 that struck near the 
town of Spitak, Armenia, destroying an estimated 1,500 villages and resulting in a catastrophic official 
death toll of 24,817 (de Waal 2003:64).8 The recording was re-issued with a dedication by Gasparyan “to 
all his fellow countrymen killed, injured or made homeless that day.”9 The album’s titling was itself a 
powerful statement, acknowledging sorrow in a deliberate attempt to move away from it. While the re-
                                                
7 This album includes Gasparyan playing with an Armenian ensemble of traditional instruments, among which are 
the tar and kamancha, which are also important traditional instruments of Azerbaijan (as well as being primary to 
the muğam ensemble). 
8 Among the Nagorny Karabakh-related expulsions of Azerbaijanis that took place from Armenia, one in late 
November 1988 was centered in the region of Spitak. Azerbaijanis there were forcibly expelled from their towns and 
villages. It was sadly ironic that though many Azerbaijanis had been initially unwilling to leave, their forced exodus 
happened only days prior to the massive earthquake which struck the area on December 7. De Waal outlines the 
strangely-fated scenario thusly: 
Yunusov’s research shows that many Armenian Party officials and Karabakh Committee supporters 
were actively involved in deporting Azerbaijanis. On 27 November 1988, for example, a KGB 
official, a police chief and a local Party boss went to two villages in the Spitak region in the North of 
Armenia called Saral and Gurasly and told the Azerbaijani population to get out within two weeks. 
When the Azerbaijanis refused to go, armed gangs attacked the villages. The officials came back and 
repeated their menacing demands. Carrying only a few possessions, the villagers left on buses, but 
the column of buses was fired on, resulting in three deaths. 
 
It was a very black irony indeed that the violent expulsion of these Azerbaijanis from the area 
around Spitak actually saved them from comprehensive destruction in the Armenian earthquake only 
a few days later. The Azerbaijani death toll from the earthquake on 7 December was thirty-three (de 
Waal 2003:63). 
9 Liner notes to I Will Not Be Sad in This World, 1989, Opal/Warner Bros. Records Inc. 
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release was significant because Gasparyan had already become recognized, both in Armenia and abroad, 
as a gifted musician, it is the timbre of the duduk itself that was perhaps the most significant aspect of the 
recording for some listeners.  
 On the website www.musthear.com, site founder John Ballon wrote a review of Gasparyan’s 
“earthquake” album in which he indirectly linked the tragedy of Spitak to the American tragedy of 
September 11. He writes: 
In the days immediately after September 11, 2001, my stereo fell silent 
as the TV mercilessly blared out its cacophony of bad news, brutalizing 
us with images . . . . In an exhausting marathon, I remained glued to the 
tube, wondering what in the hell was going on, wondering what 
happened to love, wondering what I’d tell my children someday—if I 
lived that long. In the panic, I had abandoned music—my love, my 
religion. For four days I lived without it, not realizing what I was doing 
to myself, until finally I heard that first healing note. I turned to this 
record, and in a brilliant moment, found serenity. 
  
There is a deeply restorative power present in the music of Djivan 
Gasparyan. It reaches your ears like a gift, then moves on inside you, 
even when the record stops. I Will Not Be Sad In This World contains 
some of the most emotionally expressive music I’ve ever heard . . . . His 
mystical playing can only be described as transcendent, overflowing with 
a spiritual intensity of Biblical proportions . . . Gasparyan somehow 
manages to pull from his instrument a sound that feels like the human 
soul laid bare.10  
 
It is a powerful timbre that can lay bare the human soul, an aspect of our humanity that we are unable to 
either measure or understand. What becomes apparent through the study of images associated with this 
instrument, then, is not only a set of culturally held feelings and ideas, but also a set of purposes, or 
affects, for which these cultures feel this instrument has use. What is also interesting, as exemplified by 
the on-line review of this particular Gasparyan CD, by a non-Eurasian American, is that some of these 
affects are not bound by cultural borders.  
Emotion and the National Narrative 
 The editors of Emotion, Politics and Society claim that, counter to the prevailing belief in society 
that emotions are at odds with rational decision-making and logic, “an understanding of the emotions can 
                                                
10 http://www.musthear.com/music/reviews/djivan-gasparyan/i-will-not-be-sad-in-this-world/, 
posted 6 October 2008, accessed 3 July 2009.  
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provide a richer and fuller understanding of rationality” (Clarke 2006:162). The book argues for a 
perspective on emotion that sees it as a “relational phenomenon,” rather than an “individual property or 
possession” (Clarke 2006:171).  How then are emotion and social politics related to the use of the 
balaban and duduk in Azerbaijan and Armenia? There are three parts to this answer, and together they 
form a complexly interrelated puzzle of narrative identities for these two countries. First, is the 
connection between the timbre of the balaban and the Azerbaijani commemoration of the Armenian-
instigated massacre at Xocalı11 in February 1992, during the Nagorny Karabakh war. Second is the 
connection of the duduk and its timbre to an integral part of Armenian national sentiment—the feeling of 
victimization. Third, and most paradoxical, is the relationship between Xocalı and Armenia’s national 
stance as victim with regard to the Karabakh conflict.  
 In Chapter two I considered the differences between the balaban and its “sibling” wind 
instruments, the zurna and tutek, in terms of personality traits. It was not to ascribe human agency to these 
musical objects so much as to acknowledge how, by describing them as such, we gain a new perspective 
on the dynamics of their interaction with us as humans, that is, in understanding their “social life as 
things” (Appadurai 1986). Sovereign countries, even imagined communities, can also be characterized in 
terms of identity traits, as a way for us to gain an expanded understanding of their behaviors vis-à-vis 
other nations, as international actors. The countries of the South Caucasus, despite the centuries of mutual 
interaction between their peoples, each have valued and independent histories. Now that they have been 
freed from the former Soviet Union and its constraints on nationalism, unique national narratives are 
being created and actively promoted on both a local and international scale. Key within these narratives is 
the value placed on martyrdom, in the case of Azerbaijan, and the attitude of victimization adopted by 
Armenia. I will address each of these narrative elements below in order to show how they relate to each 
other on a very intimate level, through the timbre of the balaban/duduk.   
 
                                                
11  Transliterated, this word is most closely pronounced “Kho-ja-LUH” but transliterations vary, as the reader will 
see in following quotations. I have chosen to keep the Azeri spelling in this case for greater accuracy and 
consistency.  
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Azerbaijan and Martyrdom 
 In Azerbaijan, the concept of martyrdom is tightly linked with the concepts of sacrifice and 
submission found in mainstream Islam, as with the goal of emptiness and fana (self-annihilation) 
important to Sufi mysticism. In fact, the concept is foremost among the teachings of Mohammad, as 
exemplified through the etymological meaning of the word Islam: submission. The title Muslim derives 
from it as well, indicating one who submits, or surrenders his will to the will of God. Such a designation 
indicates a willingness on the part of the believer to continually engage in the sacrifice of self-will. Thus 
the principle of surrender, through detachment, and the ideal of sacrifice become tied together as a single 
virtue.  
 One way in which the importance of this quality is highlighted in Azerbaijan is through the 
celebration of Qurban Bayramı, the “Festival of Sacrifice.” One of the most holy days of the Islamic 
calendar, it is known as the Eid al-Adha in the Arabic language. We know it in English as the “Greater 
Eid,”12 or the “Feast of Sacrifice.” This day commemorates the willingness of the biblical Abraham to 
ceremonially kill his beloved son Ishmael as an offering of sacrifice to God. It celebrates Abraham’s 
ability to completely surrender his own will to that of his Lord. And while Ishmael (Isaac in Judeo-
Christian belief) is given a secondary role in this spiritual drama, it should be noted that he represents the 
other side of sacrifice, that of martyrdom. To be sacrificed, in a state of willingness to accept that action, 
is to be a martyr. It is essentially a verb becoming a noun, through the agency of that noun. Together, 
father and son, the submissive servant of God and the martyr to God, make up two sides of the same 
spiritual coin, the coin of self-surrender. Based on what I have argued in the previous chapter, such 
surrendering can also be symbolized as a flame of fire, or by a reed, or perhaps by the sound of the 
Azerbaijani balaban. 
                                                
12 The “Greater Eid” is so named to contrast with the “Lesser Eid” (Eid al-Fitr), which is a three-day celebration 
marking the end of Ramadan, the Islamic month of fasting. In terms of scale and sacrifice, the Greater Eid celebrates 
the great sacrifice of Abraham (stayed only by the hand of God), while the Lesser Eid is a celebration of the 
personal sacrifices made by individual Muslims by observing Ramadan. 
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 In Azeri there is the colloquial phrase “Allaha qurban olum,” also said as “Sene qurban olum,” 
which is commonly used in the context of expressing understanding and sympathy. Translated as “May I 
be a sacrifice to God,” and “May I be a sacrifice [to God] for your sake,” the phrase is an expression of 
selflessness, of offering oneself to the individual who is suffering, and is a sign of respect for the aspects 
of God that one sees in that other person and for the trials that he/she is experiencing. As such, it is a 
phrase that also alludes back to the Zoroastrian and Islamic teachings, stressing the value of oneness or 
unity with God. Highlighting the spiritual weight of this extremely common phrase, I learned that the 
shortened version, “qurban olum,” which colloquially means “I feel for you,” and which is heard often in 
Azerbaijan, actually bothers many in society because it takes God out of the equation, changing the 
phrase to, “May I sacrifice myself [to you].” Many Azerbaijanis confronted with this version will 
immediately respond with the phrase “God forbid,” indicating the seriousness placed upon the station of 
sacrifice in Azeri society. As explained by a close Azerbaijani friend in a discussion about this phrase, 
one is prohibited from sacrificing himself or something to another human being. The sacrifice must be 
made only to God. For this reason, as I understood, some individuals will follow with “God forbid” even 
in response to the traditional “Sene qurban olum” because, as my friend made clear, “nobody wants you 
to be accepted as a sacrifice to God for them.”13 The popularity of the boy’s name Qurban (sacrifice) 
provides additional evidence of the respect for this quality, as does the prevalence of the Russianized 
surname Qurbanov. 
 Sacrifice, then, is both an act as well as a state of being always ready to serve God, and it is 
propelled by love for the Divine. In Sufi belief, and as exemplified through the symbolism of the reed, it 
is the emptying of the self that allows a person to be filled with this divine love, and its power is like a 
force of nature. Such a love born of sacrifice has the power not only to “cleanse,” but to transform the 
individual. It is a power that if harnessed politically, can transform nations as well. Consider first the 
following passage on the spiritual nature of transformation through sacrifice, from the writings of the 
                                                
13 Manana Guseynova, personal communication, 29 March 2010. 
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Baha’i faith,14 an independent religion established in the nineteenth century, which shares geographical 
origins with the religious faiths of Zoroaster and Mohammad.   
. . . Man must sacrifice the qualities and attributes of the world of nature 
for the qualities and attributes of the world of God. For instance, consider 
the substance we call iron. Observe its qualities; it is solid, black, cold. [. 
. .] When the same iron absorbs heat from the fire, it sacrifices its 
attribute of solidity for the attribute of fluidity. It sacrifices its attribute of 
darkness for the attribute of light . . . . It sacrifices its attribute of 
coldness to the quality of heat . . . so that in the iron there remains no 
solidity, darkness or cold. It becomes illumined and transformed, having 
sacrificed its qualities to the qualities and attributes of the fire  
(Abdul-Baha 1982:451–52). 
 
This is the kind of galvanizing power that can transform a republic into a nation, as in the case of 
Azerbaijan, though theirs is but one example of a common political practice that glorifies sacrifice in the 
name of love for one’s country.  
 On the night of January 19, 1990, the Soviet army marched into Baku to quell an eruption of 
ethnic tension between Azerbaijanis and local Armenians that had already subsided. The invasion was 
unexpected and unnecessarily resulted in the deaths of 130 innocent civilians, with many more injured (de 
Waal 2003:93). When the dust of both the attack and the political fall-out had cleared, and Azerbaijan had 
gained its independence from the Soviet Union (1991), a new national holiday was established to 
memorialize this invasion and its tragic results. January 20 became Sәhidlar Günü (Day of Martyrs). 
Then, in 1999, former president Heydar Aliyev made a decree in which all the victims of “Black January” 
were awarded the title “Martyrs of January 20.”15 An existing park was re-dedicated as a cemetery to 
those who had perished, both in the “Black January” invasion and, later, in the Nagorny Karabakh war. 
The site, formerly Kirov Park, was renamed Martyr’s Alley (Sehidlar Xiyabani).   
                                                
14 The Baha’i faith is an independent world religion, founded by the Prophet Baha’u’llah (the Glory of God) in 1863. 
One of the key concepts in the Baha’i writings is that divine revelation is progressive. This means that God sends 
Prophets at different stages in history to guide mankind along the path of spiritual maturity. It follows, that if all 
revelation stems from the same source, the spiritual teachings, from one faith to another, will remain constant. This 
helps explain the similarity introduced here between Zoroastrianism, Islam, and the Baha’i quotation included 
above.   
15 Abilov, Shamkhal 1/9/09 “20 January 1990: Black Face of the Red Terror in Azerbaijan,” The Journal of [the] 
Turkish Weekly, http://www.turkishweekly.net/op-ed/2460/20-january-1990-black-face-of-the-red-terror-in-
azerbaijan.html, accessed March 2010.   
   
     124 
 By transforming the deaths of these ordinary citizens into national acts of martyrdom, Heydar 
Aliyev re-categorized their demise in terms that implied a willing sacrifice. They were martyrs for the 
nation of Azerbaijan—a strategic replacement of God with the State, which was, notably, also a tactic of 
Soviet policy. Additionally, it should be noted that Azerbaijan was not yet an independent country when 
these citizens were killed. That explained, I am sure it is no coincidence that at the far end of Martyr’s 
Alley, at a high point overlooking the Bay of Baku, there is a tall open arched memorial, within which 
burns an eternal flame reminiscent of the one at the Zoroastrian fire temple (Ataşgah) outside Baku. With 
these two important features, the memorial and the cemetery, the park acts as a multivalent site, 
combining and layering significant political and religious signs: politically, the portraits of the dead on 
their gravestones with the iconic flame of Azerbaijan as the “Land of Fire” burning in the background, 
and in terms of religion, particular values associated with the spiritual heritage of Azerbaijan—those of 
sacrifice and martyrdom—again conveyed by the gravestones and the spiritual symbolism of the flame, 
found so strongly in the traditions of both Zoroastrianism and Sufi Islam.   
  Though those killed during the Nagorny Karabakh conflict are remembered annually on January 
20 along with those that died in Azerbaijan’s 1990 struggle for independence, the Xocalı Massacre is also 
commemorated on its own day, February 26. Occurring in 1992, this attack is still considered, by the 
Azerbaijanis, to be the single most tragic event of the Nagorny Karabakh war. A sense of the amount of 
energy Azerbaijanis put into the remembrance of this pivotal attack can be gleaned from the following list 
of events and artifacts planned and produced for just one anniversary. 
 In February 2008, coinciding with the sixteenth anniversary of the massacre, the ANS online 
news site (an affiliate of Azerbaijan’s largest independent TV channel) reported that a new book 
“dedicated to women and children slain as well as lost during [the] Khojaly [sic] genocide” was presented 
in Azerbaijan. “Tragic death scenes of these women,” the article explains, “were reflected in the book,” 
which was given the title Xocalıdan gelen var (Someone is coming from Xocalı).16 On the same day (22 
                                                
16 Anonymous article, “Book on Khojaly [sic] genocide presented,” at: http://www.anspress.com/nid61167.html, 
posted 22 February 2008, (accessed 25 February 2008).  
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February) ANS also reported that a film festival “devoted to the Khojaly genocide” would be held in 
downtown Baku February 23–25, and that 20 films were expected to be shown, including Xocalı-related 
submissions from invited guest countries: Turkey, Iran, Georgia, and Ukraine.17 Again, on 22 February, 
the Azerbaijani news site Today.Az reported that a new memorial to the Xocalı tragedy would be erected 
in Baku on February 26. It would replace a previous memorial that was made in a rush, the article 
explained, and so did not fully reflect the tragedy of the event. The monument pictured in the news article 
consisted of a tall square column on which stands a woman, traditionally dressed, bracing herself against 
a light wind as she stares resolutely forward and holds a limp, toddler-age child against her chest.18   
 Two years earlier, during my 2006 fieldwork, I was witness to the photo montages of the Xocalı 
dead, which played repeatedly on Azerbaijani television throughout that day. On ANS my attention was 
arrested by the soundtrack that had been chosen for this montage. It was the music of a solo balaban 
playing the tune “Sarı Gәlin,” which was introduced earlier in this chapter as the first tune I learned on the 
instrument. Devoid even of its traditional accompanying drone, the timbre of the balaban engendered 
such a painful and tragic sense of loss and isolation. It seemed to me that if the soul of man could cry 
aloud, this is what it would sound like. Using music behind these commemorative ads, rather than words, 
allowed individuals greater room to self-interpret and served to awaken feelings private to each viewer 
within the larger nationalistic forum. I felt this production was not so much about remembrance, in fact, 
as it was directed at causing deep pain and awakening, or re-awakening, anger among the Azerbaijani 
public. Those scattered few who survived Xocalı can relive memories, but for others these montages 
create memories through potent, emotion-laden images and sounds.  
 For Azerbaijan, the quality of martyrdom is more closely linked to the music of muğam, with its 
lyrics, steeped in Sufi poetry, the sufferings of Laila and Majnun, and other noble aspirations of spiritual 
                                                
17 Anonymous article, “Film festival devoted to Xocalı [sic] genocide to be held,” at: 
http://www.anspress.com/nid61144.html, accessed 25 February 2008. 
18 Anonymous article, “New memorial to Khojaly tragedy to be erected in Baku,” at: 
http://www.today.az/news/society/43316.html, accessed 26 February 2008. 
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self-sacrifice, than with the balaban (despite its reed). The choice of this instrument and the song “Sarı 
Gәlin” for such a visceral, national display, therefore, speaks to the balaban’s potency in connection with 
Nagorny Karabakh. The combination again begs the question: what is it that gives timbre such salience? 
A related question is posed by Sara Ahmed in The Cultural Politics of Emotion. “How does pain enter 
politics?”  She starts to answer the question by proposing that, “the language of pain operates through 
signs” (Ahmed 2004:20). The sound of the balaban in connection with the anniversary commemoration 
of the Xocalı tragedy on TV was meant to evoke feelings of sorrow and to reawaken painful memories of 
the event throughout Azerbaijani society. The instrument’s timbre, as a sonic sign, was linked repeatedly 
to a certain painful event that holds national importance. In a similarly semiotic way, the attack in Xocalı, 
because of its singular intensity, has come to represent the Nagorny Karabakh war, and that war is 
significant to Azerbaijan, especially as a newly independent state, because (among other lasting and 
negative results) it caused the breach of sovereign borders. Through timbre, therefore, these connections 
are being solidified on the semiotic level just as they are being annually commemorated in the social 
sphere.  
 “Azerbaijan’s story of itself is of a nation formed in adversity,” de Waal points out, before giving a 
brief history of changing political boundaries that crisscrossed the area, of layered ethnicities and shifting 
linguistic scripts. “Many Azerbaijanis also feel, with some justification,” he continues,  
. . . that the outside world knows nothing of their sufferings. Neither the 
Soviet nor the international press gave much coverage to the often 
violent expulsion of roughly two hundred thousand Azerbaijanis from 
Armenia in 1988–89. Few people know that roughly fifty thousand 
Azerbaijanis were deported from Armenia in the 1940s. Before that, 
thousands of Azerbaijanis died in the bloody conflicts of 1918–1920.19 In 
1998, President Aliev stitched these disparate events together in order to 
proclaim Azerbaijan’s Genocide Day. The thirty-first of March, the day 
the massacres of Muslims began in Baku in 1918, was chosen as the date 
of commemoration. (Italics added.) 
 
The choice of the word “Genocide” to link the events suggested, 
however, that the commemoration was less about the past than about 
present-day politics. The message was, if Armenia could have a 
                                                
19 This span marks the short-lived years of Azerbaijan’s first independence, after the fall of the Czars and during the 
rise of the Bolsheviks.  
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Genocide Day, then why should Azerbaijan not have one too? By using 
the term, Aliev had initiated a duel of the martyred nations (de Waal 
2003: 96–97, italics added). 
 
While de Waal speaks of both Azerbaijan and Armenia in terms of martyrdom, I will argue that in the 
case of Armenia, the concept of victimization applies more aptly. In addition, I will address a significant 
difference between these two qualities of identification.    
Armenia and Victimization 
 For Armenia, the duduk and its distinctive timbre have become tied to national identity in general, 
not from any one event with which they have become semiotically connected, but from multiple contexts. 
Nercessian states that when Armenians are questioned about the significance of this instrument the 
following list emerges: 
In funerals, duduks embody sadness; in certain urban concerts, rurality; 
in competitions, quality; in  folk orchestra concerts, “authentic folk 
culture.” All these meanings are appropriated through language in the 
notion of a distinctive national identity. Sadness is thought of as a typical 
attribute  of Armenianness, rurality as the essence of Armenianness, and 
quality as the worthiness of  Armenianness. There can thus be no doubt 
that the duduk is “truly” Armenian (Nercessian 2001:15). 
 
My focus here, however, is on the context of sorrow in terms of Armenians’ long history of feeling 
victimized by various other states surrounding them. This emotional embodiment within the sound of the 
duduk is apparent through comments like the one quoted from musician Djivan Gasparyan in an earlier 
chapter. “In its tiny holes it [the duduk] bears the cry of Armenia’s bitter past” (quoted in Nercessian 
2001:56). For Armenia, then, I am arguing that this instrument and its music have been inextricably 
intertwined with and contribute to both a collective and multigenerational sense of national victimization.  
 There is a surprisingly fine line between being a victim and being a martyr, but the distinction is 
significant, especially when each is a quality being collectively self-ascribed to a nation. This difference 
is most prominent in terms of “agency.” Human beings become victims when they are made helpless 
through the removal of choice, or agency. In the case of martyrdom, the “victim” is given a choice, even 
if that choice is only perceived. Whereas the martyr’s nobility stems from his/her willingness to submit, a 
decision not made from weakness but from inner strength, the victim’s nobility, if he/she has survived 
   
     128 
persecution, comes from the inner strength to move forward in life: to heal and rebuild. 
 I connected the attribute of martyrdom, through its spiritual elements, with the faith of Mohammad 
for Azerbaijani culture, and a similar parallel can be argued for Armenian culture and its connections to 
the attitude of victimization, through the faith of Christ. It is well known that within Christianity one of 
the central tenets is the suffering that Christ endured for the sins of mankind. This is a theme found 
throughout Russian Orthodox culture as well, having inspired icon paintings of the infant Christ as a 
gaunt figure—with elongated face, larger eyes, smaller mouth and thinner limbs than his cherub-like 
Italian counterpart (Billington 1999:32). To suffer with dignity as a Christian, then, is to live in the image 
of Christ and to become more Christ-like. Together with the pride Armenians hold for their Christian 
heritage—being among the very first kingdoms of the ancient world to recognize the divinity of Christ 
and adopt Christianity as a state religion—the suffering of the nation becomes significant for spiritual 
reasons.  
 Additionally strengthening the Christian heritage of the Armenians is the significance of Mt. 
Ararat, which was once situated within Armenian lands, but which was lost to the Republic of Turkey 
with the official redrawing of borders following WWI. The remains of Noah’s biblical ark are thought to 
reside on Ararat, and despite the mountain’s placement outside the borders of modern Armenia, it remains 
prominently centered on the national coat of arms (Figure 4.1).  
 
   Figure 4.1: The modern Armenian coat of arms (est. 1991) 
   Image c/o FOTW Flags of the World website at http://flagspot.net/flags/ 
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Not only Noah’s ark, but the man himself figures prominently within Armenia’s national narrative. 
According to Armenian mythology, one of Noah’s descendants, Hayk, is recognized as “the progenitor of 
the Armenian people.” It is he who “led his followers to the land of Ararat, where he established the 
Armenian homeland,” which also explains the self-referencing of the Armenian people as Hay and the use 
of Hayastan in reference to their homeland (Payaslian 2007:11).     
 In my research I was further intrigued by occasional comments making parallels between the 
Armenians and the Jews. Ronald Suny, a well-respected historian of the Caucasus, discusses a similarity 
of position that these two groups of people have historically held in society, explaining: 
As Christians in the Muslim world, Armenians were strategically located 
to engage in trade with Christians outside the Turkish and Persian 
empires. Because they were stateless, cosmopolitan people of trade, this 
class of Armenians was frequently compared with the Jews. The 
ambivalence implied in such an image lingers with the Armenians to the 
present day (Suny 1993:33). 
 
Suny’s comments highlight Christianity as the determining factor situating Armenians as cultural 
mediators within their respective Muslim societies, but while this may have been a sound financial 
position, he notes that in the years before the Armenian genocide, the Ottoman Empire was politically and 
socially governed by a unique set of equalities and inequalities.  
 Islam did not recognize social or racial inequalities, such as those 
between rich and poor or black and white, but it did believe in three basic 
inequalities: master and slave, man and woman, believer and unbeliever. 
Whereas the slave could not become free except by will of the master, 
and a woman could not become a man, the unbeliever was able to join 
the faithful but chose not to take up the true faith. Thus, the inferiority of 
the gavur [infidel] was voluntary. Unbelievers were to “stay in their 
place” and not appear to be equal or better than the Muslims (Suny 
1993:97).  
 
The Armenian community, along with other non-Muslim communities, fell into the category of 
“unbeliever” and suffered the inequalities of the system. Suny describes, for example, how the testimony 
of Armenians in the Ottoman court system was not accepted, and how they were “forced to wear 
distinctive clothes to identify themselves” (ibid.)—a startling parallel to the Star of David badges that the 
Jews of Germany, proceeding WWII, were required to wear as a marker of their identity.  
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 Returning to the differences between being a victim and being a martyr, I return also to additional 
parallels between the Armenians and the Jews. Perhaps above all else, there is a similarity to be drawn 
between them as peoples who have been persecuted due to their religious faiths, and while this criterion 
could include many more groups under its umbrella, there are underlying reasons for the tighter pairing of 
these two in particular. Each has created a solid identity around the conjoining of spiritual “chosen-ness” 
or special-ness, with suffering (through victimization). The Jews are the biblical “people of the Book,” 
and the Armenian connection with early Christianity and with important biblical figures has already been 
outlined. Though the latter were not named as spiritually “chosen” as the Jews were, their suffering as a 
people, I assert, has strengthened the value of their identification with their Christian heritage. I envision 
the creation of this shared identity from two angles. 
The Jewish People  Special-ness = Suffering  The Armenians  
Each group has uniquely withstood the brunt of horrendous historic events—of both individual and 
community devastation, even annihilation. The Armenian genocide (1915) has become a pivotal part of 
the Armenian identity, both within Armenia and for the diaspora, just as the Holocaust (1940–45) became 
an identifying factor of Jewish identity. Neither of these peoples was in a position that allowed much 
agency, and hence they were victims within their larger, respective, socio-political systems.   
 Part of the power latent in Gasparyan’s CD commemorating the Spitak earthquake (1988) is that it 
memorializes yet another tragic event within the Armenian narrative, paying tribute to another set of 
victims—the innocent people lost in that natural disaster. That lost community is, in a sense, like a 
microcosm of those lost in the Armenian genocide and similarly becomes an emotional microcosm of the 
historic suffering of the greater Armenian nation (which includes the Armenian diaspora). The difference, 
of course, is that the earthquake victims lost their lives through a force of nature, an “act of God,” while 
past generations of Armenians lost their lives due to the aggression of other humans. 
 With such a deep national sense of being wronged, trodden upon, and victimized, what happens 
when that nation takes the role of aggressor? Needless to say, it is hard to maintain an international image 
as victim when you have also clearly become an instigator of violence.   
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Two Victims of Xocalı: The Nations of Azerbaijan and Armenia 
 Journalist Thomas Goltz20 sets the scene leading up to the February 1992 tragedy of Xocalı as 
follows. “The situation was bad and getting worse . . . . The Armenians had taken all the outlying villages, 
one by one, over the past three months. Only two towns remained in Azeri hands: Xodjali and Shusha, 
and the road between them was cut” (Goltz 1998:120). He goes on to explain how, with telephone lines 
and electricity down, neither goods nor information was getting into or out of Xocalı except by helicopter 
through the local airport. Even these flights were risky, though, due to sporadic Armenian ground fire, 
and the necessity of overloading the helicopters with goods and people. As Goltz reports, having survived 
this ordeal of helicopter transport into and out of the city only days before the Armenian attack, “The last 
helicopter flight into the surrounded town was on February 13th. The last food, save for locally grown 
potatoes, ran out on the 21st. The clock was ticking quickly toward doom” (Goltz 1998:121).  
 Goltz then presents a brief account of events, learned first hand from those that had managed to 
survive, as follows: 
Sensing doom, Alef [Commander Khadjiev] had begged the government 
to bring in choppers to save at least some of the noncombatants, but 
Baku had done nothing. Then, on the night of February 25th, Armenian 
fedayeen hit the town from three sides. The fourth had been left open, 
creating a funnel through which refugees might flee. Alef gave the order 
to evacuate: the fighting men would run interference along the hillside 
for the Gorgor River valley, while the women and children and 
graybeards escaped below. Groping their way through the night under 
fire, by the morning of February 26th, the refugees made it to the 
outskirts of a village called Naxjivanli, on the cusp of Karabakh. They 
crossed a road and began working their way downhill toward the forward 
lines and the city of Agdam, only six miles away via the Azeri outpost at 
Shelli. It was there, in the hillocks and within sight of safety, that 
something horrible awaited them: a gauntlet of lead and fire . . . . Scores, 
hundreds, possibly a thousand were slaughtered in a turkey shoot of 
civilians and their handful of defenders (Goltz 1998:122).  
 
The official number of dead is disputed, but ranges from 477 (the incomplete number quoted to Goltz by 
an imam in the neighboring city of Agdam, who was compiling names of the dead from family members 
                                                
20 Goltz is one of few journalists who have spent consistent lengths of time in the South Caucasus. He was the on-
site reporter who broke the news of the Xocalı massacre to the Washington Post on February 27, the day following 
the attack (Goltz 1998:125). 
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who had survived the attack; Goltz 1998:122–23), to 613, the number engraved in gold on the Xocalı 
memorial erected in Lankaran, AZ. The residents of Xocalı had become the victims of their attackers. As 
a group, they were not martyrs because the one avenue offered to them for escape was, in fact, a death 
trap. The stereotype that Azerbaijanis had traditionally been the aggressors and Armenians the victims of 
the Nagorny Karabakh conflict could no longer be paraded—inaccurate and simplistic as it was—in front 
of the international community. Thomas de Waal was able to meet with the Armenian military leader and 
discuss this topic. His report is telling. 
Asked about the taking of Khojali, the Armenian military leader Serzh 
Sarkisian said carefully, “We don’t speak loudly about these things.” “A 
lot was exaggerated” in the casualties, and the fleeing Azerbaijanis had 
put up armed resistance, he claimed. Sarkisian’s summation of what 
happened, however, was more honest and more brutal: “But I think the 
main point is something different. Before Khojali, the Azerbaijanis 
thought they were joking with us, they thought that the Armenians were 
people who could not raise their hand against the civilian population. We 
were able to break that [stereotype]. And that’s what happened” (de Waal 
2003:172). 
 
Goltz, revealing some of his own frustrations as a journalist, offers his opinion on the subject, and 
presents a scenario that falls in line with the facts presented by de Waal, above.  
A Russian-backed assault by Armenians on an Azeri town, resulting in 
up to one thousand dead? This was news. But it was at this point that 
things started becoming very strange. No one seemed very interested in 
the story we had stumbled on. Apparently, the idea that the roles of the 
good guys and bad guys had been reversed was too much: Armenians 
slaughtering Azeris? “You are suggesting that more people have died in 
one attack in Karabakh than the total number we have reported killed 
over the past four years?” said the BBC’s Moscow correspondent when I 
tipped him on the slaughter. “That’s impossible” (Goltz 1998:124).  
 
 The dilemma I have tried to illustrate regarding the balaban/duduk is that, despite the fact that 
Azerbaijan and Armenia have been aggressively at odds with each other politically, militarily, and 
territorially, the means by which they represent and express their national suffering is shared. I outlined 
how the balaban was used as the backdrop for incessantly repeated montage clips during the 
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commemoration of Xocalı in 2006,21 and have also reiterated the significant connection Armenians make 
between sorrow, death, and the sound of this instrument.      
 In addition, Karabakh, as has been mentioned, is a valued area of land for both Armenians and 
Azerbaijanis. De Waal refers to it as an “enchanted Eden,” a comment recalling Gasparyan’s Apricots 
from Eden album and its title track, noting that, “From the air, it was obvious to the eye why this oasis of 
green hills lying in between two dry plains is so prized” (de Waal 2003:7). The tragedy of the Karabakh 
War and the ongoing stalemate is due, in part, to rampant similarities between the two primary parties 
involved. Just as Armenians were violently expelled from Anatolia—the lands surrounding Mt. Ararat—
by the Turks, they in turn have forced the exodus of Azerbaijanjis from the “paradise” of Karabakh. In 
terms of international political positions and stereotypes, the victims have become the aggressors and the 
aggressors have become the victims, but in reality the Xocalı massacre claimed the “innocence” of both 
parties. Both nations became victims, Azerbaijan in the more literal sense with its loss of life, but 
Armenia also, in terms of the destruction of its own self-image.  
 The concept of the phenomenology of timbre, presented early in this chapter, asserts that timbre 
is an experiential phenomenon and that, when perceived, it can activate associations with events, actions, 
emotions and images. In the case of commemorating Xocalı, the timbre of the balaban became a 
geographical signifier—through its use of apricot wood and through its association with the images of the 
Xocalı dead—for the region of Nagorny Karabakh. As a polyvalent sign, however, that timbre signifies 
Armenia just as it does Azerbaijan. As a shared instrument it, in part, represents a land that was also 
shared. Now that the “ownership” of the instrument has become contested, however, what is most shared 
between these peoples is the pain and sorrow resulting from the human and material destruction they have 
perpetrated against each other.  
 In the last weeks of my fieldwork I learned a saying that was first described as a play on words 
between balaban and bala, which is a term of endearment often reserved for children.     
                                                
21 February 2006 (the fourteenth anniversary of the massacre) was the only annual commemoration that occurred 
during my field work.  
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 Mәn aşıq balabana, asta çal balabanı. 
Hemisini balası geldi, bes mәnin balabanım.22 
 
I am a lover of the balaban, I play the balaban with tenderness. 
Everyone’s dear one has returned, all except my balaban. 
 
The local Azerbaijani who had used this phrase—and then graciously repeated it until I could write it 
down—described it to me as a statement of loss and lament.  
                                                
22 I thank Manana Guseynova (personal communication, 29 March 2010) for her assistance with translation. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
Music as Cultural Currency1 
  
 
The trouble in not knowing who we are consists of confusion within, as well as 
suspicion without. If the confusion within is bad enough, it is called an “identity 
crisis,” something worse than the flu, but not expected to be fatal. If someone 
cannot place us in a frame of reference, he or she might say, as they do in the old 
cowboy movies with a hand resting on a holster, “You’re a stranger ‘round these 
parts, aren’t you?” 
                      – The Power of Identity (Hoover 1997:3) 
 
 
 
        Vignette: Azerbaijan’s New Manat 
 2006 was a transition year for Azerbaijan’s new currency, the yeni (new) manat. The nation’s 
previous monetary unit had also been called the manat but in all other respects the 2006 currency was 
different. Its appearance changed completely, with new colors and new images. Its worth was 
significantly revalued at 5,000:1 (5,000 old manat = 1 new manat/100 qәpik), and the bills reacquired a 
long-forgotten sidekick—coins. All in all, the new currency looked very much like the euro. From January 
1 to December 31, 2006, the old and new manat circulated simultaneously through Azerbaijan’s 
collective wallet, requiring a special kind of mental gymnastics as everyone struggled to actively convert 
the old to the new and back again, worrying and suspecting that the “real” prices of goods had also 
changed.  
 For the foreigner there was an additional layer of complication since many vendors persistently 
gave prices in old manat nicknames. An item costing 10,000 old manat was quoted as “one shirvan,” 
since the fifteenth-century Shirvanshah Palace was pictured on the bill. Knowing that, you could then 
convert the 10,000, at the 5,000:1 ratio, into two yeni manat and pay for the item. Dealing with items 
quoted in “memmeds” however, was much trickier, for two reasons. First, the bill’s namesake, Mәmmәd 
Rasulzade, who was the first president of the short-lived (1918–1920) Republic of Azerbaijan and the 
                                                
1 Parts of this chapter have been published as “Creating a Cultural Battlefield: Musical ‘Masterpieces’ and the Role 
of UNESCO,” in Cultural Archetypes and Political Change in the Caucasus (2011), edited by Nino Tsitsishvili, and 
are reprinted here with permission.   
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heroic figure once pictured on the 1,000-manat bill, was replaced by images of oil derricks once (former) 
president Heydar Aliyev was elected to power. Second, well, just try quickly converting 3,000 manat at 
5,000:1 to buy a quick bunch of eggs at the corner market (the answer: 60 qepik).  
 The Baku police actually started distributing business card-sized currency conversion charts on 
the street, in a rare show of active public concern, and this, to me, was a singularly confirming proof of 
the frustration the currency transition was creating among the general Azerbaijani public. By the time I 
left the country in mid-December of that year, I had become accustomed to the new money, and it was all 
I had in my wallet when I arrived, finally, at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport, on my way home. 
 I was in the International Terminal, with time to spare, when my mind went back  to those stray 
foreign bills in my purse. I spotted a currency exchange desk, approached and passed my still-crisp 
manats under the glass divide to the attendant. She studied them a moment, seemed confused and then 
asked me where they were from. “Azerbaijan,” I responded matter-of-factly. She then consulted a 
reference book and, turning back toward me, authoritatively announced, “We can’t change these.” She 
passed the bills back under the glass. I was baffled. “But it’s real currency, what do you mean you can’t 
exchange them?” I asked, and then thought to request a look at the volume she had just consulted, an 
official exchange desk book of world currencies. She showed me the page for Azerbaijan and, sure 
enough, the money I had handed her was not in the book. I stared, and the old Azeri manats stared back 
in innocent helplessness.  
 Though they had been in circulation for a full year at that point, international airport exchange 
desks in the U.S.A. had apparently not been informed of the important change. Azerbaijanis were trying 
to make waves, but their efforts clearly hadn’t reached the shores of Lake Michigan.       
* * * 
 This chapter addresses musical attributes, instruments, and genres of the Caucasus as forms of 
cultural currency. It presents three case studies, each of which highlights the use or non-use of the 
balaban, duduk, and duduki, and tracks how these new “currencies” have become political tools for the 
promotion of national identity abroad. The first considers Azerbaijan’s newly designed manat, a currency 
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in the traditional sense, as introduced above. The second introduces dilemmas created by UNESCO’s 
“Masterpieces of Oral and Intangible Heritage” and Armenia’s bid to promote the duduk exclusive of its 
presence throughout the Caucasus region. The third analyzes the value of the Eurovision Song Contest for 
Eurasia and dissects the music and symbolism used in the 2008 song entries submitted by Azerbaijan, 
Armenia, and Georgia—important for being the first year they shared the Eurovision stage.     
Money as a Cultural Sign 
  Banknotes and coinage are among the most powerful of signs. They not only help define and 
represent political entities in a manner intrinsically related to their economic strength and potential; they 
are a tool for the circulation of additional signs directly connected to a nation’s sense of history, cultural 
pride, and sovereignty. The imagery on coins and bills of national currency are carefully and purposefully 
chosen to represent the State’s best. A quick look at American money offers a fine example. Each of our 
bill denominations feature the face of one of our nation’s political founding fathers. Coins of limited run 
celebrate each of our unique fifty states (quarters) or important figures in our national history, such as the 
women’s suffragist, Susan B. Anthony (dollar coin—silver); Lewis and Clark guide, Sacagawea (dollar 
coin—gold); and the life of Abraham Lincoln, a four-penny series. Studying the iconography of currency 
gives insight into the mindset of a nation, which leads to a better understanding of how that nation sees 
itself, or perhaps more accurately, how it wants to see itself and wants others to see it. The icons on 
American currency illustrate that the US wishes to be known as a nation whose government listens to its 
citizens and whose ability to change, in the face of unjust social norms, is celebrated and encouraged.  
 In the case of Azerbaijan, the new currency has become a palette of signs used not only to 
celebrate the nation’s cultural wealth and its social progress, but to emphasize the state’s desire to be 
closely associated with Europe. One of these signs is a window-box-style insert in the bottom-left corner 
of the backside of each denomination of the new manat. Within that box is an image of the European 
continent, the left edge of which ends abruptly at the eastern coast of the Caspian Sea, and thereby 
includes all of the South Caucasus within its selected geographical boundaries (Plate 5.1). The inclusion 
of this mini map on the new manat represents “Azerbaijan’s integration into Europe,” according to the 
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website of Azerbaijan’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism.2 Since its independence in 1991, Azerbaijan 
has been actively cultivating a relationship with its western continental neighbor, signing the EU-
Azerbaijan Partnership and Cooperation Agreement in 1996, and in 2004 accepting partnership within the 
European Union’s “European Neighborhood Policy,” a partnership which was also offered to the nations 
of Armenia and Georgia, as well as to the countries of North Africa that border the Mediterranean Sea, 
and to the former, western-most republics of the Soviet Union: Belarus, Ukraine, and Moldova.3  
 
                    
 
          Plate 5.1: Reverse side of the new one-manat bill4 
          Image from: http://www.o-dengah.ru/menu/6/v14/  
 
 
 Political ties between countries, though strong, are not always visually evident. The similarities 
between the euro and the manat, however, are both visually numerous and strong in terms of value 
equivalency. It is important to realize that the result of the 5000:1 re-valuation of the manat (AZM) made 
the new 1 manat (AZN) nearly equivalent to both the 1 euro (EUR) and the 1 dollar (USD).5 Unlike the 
US dollar, however, which is traditionally green across all denominations of bills, euro bills are color-
coded, using one main color per value of bill. So, too, are the new manat bills. In fact, though the shade 
                                                
2 http://azerbaijan.tourism.az/?/en/topmenu_content/423/, accessed 14 June 2010. 
3 From the Europa website, “Portal site of the European Union,” 
http://ec.europa.eu/external_relations/azerbaijan/index_en.htm, and http://ec.europa.eu/world/enp/policy_en.htm, 
accessed 10 June 2010. 
4 According to the currency copyright information, by country, at Wikimedia Commons online, the constitution of 
the Republic of Azerbaijan includes “State emblems and official signs (flags, armorial bearings, decorations, 
monetary signs, and other State symbols and official signs)” as not subject to copyright law (Constitution Article 
7.b). http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Template:PD-AZ-exempt, accessed 4 April 2011.   
5 Using the currency converter at coinmill.com, 1 manat = 1.02 euro, which means the manat has remained 
encouragingly stable over the last four years. This value in relation to the euro is in comparison to the Armenian 
dram; 466.2 = 1 manat, and the Georgian lari; 2.35 = 1 manat (as of 14 June 2010). 
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of color chosen for the manat bills is different, the change of color with the increase in bill value is 
surprisingly similar (Figure 5.1). The color and design choices for the new manat are  
especially apparent in comparison with the old manat bills, which were each covered in ornate, 
arabesque-style, multi-colored filigree (Plate 5.2). The color similarities between the euro and the new 
manat do not end with the bills however. Though there are more denominations of euro coinage than of 
Azeri qepiks—8:6—the pattern of imitation is clear here as well. The largest value coin in both cases, for 
example, is of mixed metal, in which a silver metal rings the interior gold. It is as if Azerbaijan’s currency 
is a pared-down, value-equivalent version of the European Union’s series of bills and coins.  
 
                                
     Figure 5.1: The color choices/shades by denomination of current banknotes. 
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          Plate 5.2: The front and reverse sides of the original “Mәmmәd” bill 
    
  
 An additional significant point of similarity is the marked resemblance between the new 
monetary symbol for the manat and that of the euro. Though turned on its end, and lacking one of the 
euro’s two central crossbars, the new manat symbol is essentially the euro symbol rotated 90 degrees. In 
fact, with all these parallels between the two currencies, it is not surprising that some Azerbaijanis call the 
manat “the Caucasian euro” (Plate 5.3). In addition to the illusion of a closer relationship with the 
European continent, the anonymous writer at the A to Z of Azerbaijan website suggests a closer 
relationship with contemporary Western culture as well, writing that, “The sign for the new manat 
resembles an upended euro sign with a touch of McDonalds.”6 
 
                                                
6 http://www.azerb.com/az-mone.html, accessed 10 March 2008. 
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 Plate 5.3: On the left, the currency symbol of the European euro; on the right the currency symbol 
  of the new Azerbaijani manat. Images from: pdclipart.org, and commons.wikimedia.org, respectively. 
 
 
 It is no coincidence that the new manat looks so much like the euro; in fact, Austrian artist Robert 
Kalina designed both series of bills (Mehdizade 2006). According to the National Bank of Azerbaijan, six 
different European countries were invited to submit designs in a contest to determine the new manat’s 
appearance: Austria, France, Germany, Great Britain, Holland, and Switzerland (ibid.). One wonders why 
a Turkic-Persian, Slavic-influenced nation would select only western European states, and in particular 
those that have created the historic standard of what western European civilization has come to represent, 
for input into the aesthetic quality of their own, internal, Eurasian-centered currency. Evidently, 
Azerbaijanis wondered too. According to Mehdizade, writing for the glossy Azerbaijan International, 
there was local disappointment regarding the fact that no Azerbaijanis had been invited to participate in 
creating the new designs (ibid.). 
 “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery,” the saying goes, but it can also make good political 
sense. From 1898–1912, the Russian Empire under minister of finance Sergei Witte issued a new series of 
banknotes that were so colorful, elegant, and finely engraved with portrait reproductions and various flora 
that the Swiss National Bank later took the series as a model for their own bills (Cracraft 2008:139–40). 
Among the eight denominations of Witte’s bills, four featured influential rulers of Russia and among 
those was, not surprisingly, Catherine the Great (1762–96), during whose reign the Russian Empire 
finally succeeded in attaining status among its European counterparts as “European” (Cracraft 2008:141). 
The Swiss Bank’s post-1912 currency adoptions must have been a point of Russian pride, as further 
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confirmation of their European-ness, and Azerbaijan seems to be similarly strengthening a relationship 
with Europe by borrowing so obviously from the euro. The difference, of course, between Russia and 
Azerbaijan is in the historic situation and the reversal of roles. A stronger parallel between these two 
states and their historic aspirations toward Europe can be made, perhaps, between the 2006 “re-dressing” 
of the manat, and the literal re-dressing of urban Russians in European-style clothing, as decreed by Peter 
the Great in 1700—in an effort to make them “feel” more European through imitation. As one scholar of 
Russia suggests, “Peter must have believed that dressing like a European was an essential first step to 
becoming one” (Ruane 2008:119). 
 Instead of portraits of famous leaders or historical figures, the images pictured on Azerbaijan’s 
new “Caucasian euros” exhibit all major areas of culture and society in the abstract. Each new 
denomination graphically represents a tradition, concept, or field of current social life: culture, writing 
and literature, history, Karabakh, science and the future, and economic development. While solid color 
maps of Azerbaijan (which include the territory of Nagorny Karabakh) and the European continent cover 
the backside of each bill, the front surface of each is no longer treated as a flat canvas for two-
dimensional images, but acts as an abstract three-dimensional space—a shadow box of sorts—with 
layered notational symbols and images that seem to float toward the viewer. In their foregrounding these 
images seem to exhibit, by turns, a progression of time or a realization of social tangibility. The effect is 
not unlike that described by Umberto Eco in his 1967 textual analysis and parody of the 50,000 and 
100,000 Italian lira, in which he stated, “With vortices, spirals, and undulant textures the work reveals its 
hallucinatory purpose, its determination to summon to the mind’s eye a universe of fictive values, of 
perverse invention . . .” (Eco 1993:129). While I am neither suggesting here that the art of the new 
Azerbaijani bills is fictive nor perverse, the allusion to the coagulation of image fragments, both in order 
to create and cement mental associations and to strongly influence the viewer’s mind, is highly 
appropriate in this case. 
 Returning to the topic of music and its place within these political maneuverings, the most 
important denomination of Azerbaijan’s new currency is the one manat, the front of which pictures the 
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three musical instruments of the traditional muğam trio: the tar, kamancha, and qaval. These instruments 
are artistically displayed in an order demonstrative of their musical role within that ensemble. Within this 
three-dimensional space the most musically prominent instrument, the tar, floats closest to the viewer 
along with the numerical value of the bill, while the other two instruments recede behind it by degrees, 
just as they would musically follow and embellish the musical line of the instrument ahead of it. The 
missing “instrument,” the vocalist (xanәndә), who is actually the star of the ensemble,7 is not pictured on 
the bill but is represented by the qaval, which he/she would play as a member of the trio (Plate 5.4).  
 
                 
 
         Plate 5.4: The front side of the new one-manat bill 
         Image from: http://www.o-dengah.ru/menu/6/v14/  
 
 
 No doubt, my assertion of “most important denomination” is unexpected given that the one-
manat bill has the smallest monetary value. It is true that some countries assign their most important, or 
chronologically significant leader, historical figure, or monument to their bill of highest value. Witte’s 
splendid series of Imperial Russian bills, for example, pictures Peter the Great—among Russia’s most 
famed tsars—on the highest denomination bill, the 500-ruble note (Cracraft 2008:140). On the other hand, 
it is the American one-dollar bill that features George Washington, the founding father of the nation and 
its first president. Each of these national choices carries its own symbolic weight and can be analyzed for 
its significance. By contrast, the National Bank of Azerbaijan, having chosen to exclude portraits on the 
new bills, has relied upon a different hierarchy of images and values. It is significant, therefore, that the 
                                                
7 Pronounced khan-an-DAH, professional muğam trios within Azerbaijan are usually known for, or named after, 
their respective vocalists. Fine examples include the Alim Qasimov Trio and the Jabbar Karyagdy Ensemble. 
   
    144 
one-manat bill portrays musical instruments and the question must be asked, “why?” That this muğam 
trio appears on the denomination most common to Azerbaijanis’ pockets, making it the most circulated 
and thereby most visible bill in society, also makes a powerful case for its analysis as most culturally 
valued.  
 Just as the new currency’s largest bill, the 100 manat, was reserved to represent economic growth 
and structural development—a sector in which money is king (note the manat currency symbol in the 
hazy background) and the bill becomes indexical of economic development (Plate 5.5)—the smallest 
denomination of bill was reserved for an aspect of life that is so integral, so valuable, that it is priceless 
and has no need for a similar coding of monetary value. The Azerbaijanis take the greatest pride in their 
music and literary arts, and so while the one manat was set aside for musical culture, it only follows that 
the five-manat bill be reserved for Azerbaijan’s literary culture and its artists. The “five” pictures the 
upper façade of the National Museum of Literary Arts, within each niche of which is housed a life-sized 
statue of one of Azerbaijan’s great writers. Maintaining the shadow-box effect, a stack of hardbound 
books floats in the foreground, as the distinctive Azeri letters, ә, ş, ğ, and ö drift at intervals through the 
intervening space (Plate 5.5). Continuing through the new series of bills, the ten manat represents 
Azerbaijani history and depicts a stylized map of Baku’s oldest section, its Inner City. The twenty manat 
is a tribute to Karabakh, displaying armaments and weaponry of medieval Azerbaijan, while white reliefs 
of the Khari bulbul flower, native to Karabakh, can be seen in the bill’s background (Mehdizade 2006). 
Azerbaijan’s fifty manat highlights science, education, and future achievement with its sun and 
correspondingly bright color, its students and staircase leading upward toward knowledge and 
enlightenment, and its floating chemical compounds (Plate 5.5). Azerbaijan’s new qәpiks, arranged in 
increasing order, follow the same progression of theme and image as the manat bills described above.  
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       Plate 5.5: The new five manat, ten manat, twenty manat, fifty and hundred manat bills. 
       Images from: http://www.o-dengah.ru/menu/6/v14/, accessed 10 April 2011, and Mehdizade 2006 (100 only). 
 
   
 Returning to the significance of the one manat, in terms of musical culture, Europe has 
historically and stereotypically been lauded by Eurasians as the home, cultivator, and showcase of the 
world’s greatest musical accomplishments. The Soviets, having adopted a European aesthetic, stressed the 
adoption of European musical forms within the communities of its smaller republics, Azerbaijan among 
them. For each former republic the story is slightly different, but for Azerbaijan it was largely due to the 
efforts of composer Uzeir Hajibeyov that scales, melodies, and even genres of traditional music were 
successfully melded to accommodate some of these European forms. Azerbaijani national pride in this 
Soviet-era accomplishment is highlighted on the one manat, where it is represented by floating symbols 
of Europe’s classical music legacy, the treble and bass clef signs. While the five manat includes unique 
letters of the Azeri language, the musical signs on the one manat most strongly demonstrate Azerbaijan’s 
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affinity with European culture, and this is yet another reason why I claim it to be the most significant bill 
of this new currency—a currency already demonstrated as having strong European leanings. 
 While not as popular today, as a mainstream musical genre muğam still has many fans among the 
older generations in Azerbaijan, and televised, panel-judged, muğam competitions for younger singers are 
increasing the genre’s visibility among the youth of the nation and its performance as a marker of musical 
skill. It is a genre that requires patience from its listeners. It carries allusions to the past, to the refinement 
of Persian/Circassian court life, and offers an intellectual and spiritual pleasure through focusing the ear 
and heart on the melismatic shaping of verse, as opposed to the instant gratification offered by the driving 
beat of today’s Azerbaijani pop music. Muğam also has a close and lengthy association with Azerbaijan’s 
poets because its texts are gleaned from that literary repertoire, much of which is also suffused with 
Islamic imagery, thus also relating the genre to the country’s dominant faith. Depicting this instrumental 
trio on the one manat, therefore, turns this bill into a multivalent, or semiotically-dense sign and cultural 
resource. It is both iconic of the muğam ensemble, by effectively and concretely representing the tools of 
the genre, and indexical of it by referencing the sound of the genre. In addition, it symbolically represents 
the melding of the Western and Azerbaijani musical systems that have underpinned the work of most 
Azerbaijani composers since the start of the twentieth century (Kipp 2004:115). The result is a very 
powerful object, a sign of the value of music in Azerbaijan, and a resource for the circulation of culture, 
quite literally, as currency. Now that muğam graces the new manat, the genre has become the gold 
standard of Azerbaijan’s cultural currency, a development that points, both literally and figuratively, to its 
value in post-socialist Azeri national discourse.  
 One might wonder, after so much discussion about the balaban—its integral place among 
Azerbaijan’s traditional instruments and the effectiveness of its music, through timbre—why the 
government would select the muğam trio, exclusively, to grace its currency and represent its rich musical 
culture. It is in part for the reasons I illustrated above, but there is yet another significant reason: the 
national desire for effective international advertising. It is this geo-politically motivated thread that leads 
my analysis temporarily from the balaban to muğam, and from the national to the international level. The 
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next two sections of this chapter present case studies directly related to how Azerbaijan is promoting its 
musical culture within two different international arenas in which Armenia and Georgia also figure. These 
are the UNESCO “Masterpieces of Intangible Heritage” Program and the Eurovision Song Contest. The 
inclusion of the Armenians in my analysis is especially important due to the gold standard used to 
promote their own musical culture—the duduk.  
The UNESCO “Masterpieces of Intangible Heritage” Program 
 As part of the United Nations’ World Decade for Cultural Development, which spanned the years 
1988–1997, UNESCO appointed a special World Commission on Culture and Development to produce a 
report meant to broaden the organization’s working definition of “culture” in order to include 
developments from the social sciences. Toward this end, the commission notably made efforts to enlist 
the advice of Claude Levi-Strauss and Marshall Sahlins, two internationally recognized heavyweights of 
cultural anthropology. The purpose of the report, as explained in its foreword by then-UN Secretary-
General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, was to address a broad audience of laymen and policy makers in an 
attempt to show how UNESCO was using culture to shape their thinking and policy-making (UNESCO 
1996:11). As part of his stated aim, de Cuéllar further explained, “…we must learn how to let it [cultural 
diversity] lead not to the clash of cultures, but to their fruitful coexistence and to intercultural harmony” 
(UNESCO 1996:11). He cited “the human factor—that complex web of relationships and beliefs, values 
and motivations, which lie at the very heart of a culture” as the element most lacking in previous 
development projects, and this missing element became the driving force behind the creation of the 
Commission and, thereafter, its report (UNESCO 1996:7). 
 Published in 1995, the final report of the Commission was entitled Our Creative Diversity. It 
redefined UNESCO’s working concept of culture in terms of development. As formulated in the report’s 
ninth chapter, “Rethinking Cultural Policies,” the reshaped concept would result in new initiatives linked 
to heritage and the arts: 
Cultural development in the commonly accepted usage is the subject 
matter of cultural policy. It refers to a limited segment of social activity, 
i.e. promotion of the arts and cultural life, including protection of the 
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cultural heritage, for which governments have established budgets, 
development plans and public institutions such as museums, cultural 
centers, arts academies, etc. (UNESCO 1996:232). 
 
UNESCO’s Programme of the Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity (hereafter, the Masterpieces Program) was born directly from this stated emphasis 
on promoting and protecting the world’s most distinctive artistic heritages.  
 Though commendable as an attempt to deal with the slippery nature of culture and to update the 
platform from which UNESCO had implemented its cultural initiatives, the report suffered criticism, 
especially from other scholars of anthropology. Susan Wright, in an article entitled, “The Politicization of 
‘Culture,’” and Thomas Eriksen, in a chapter for the edited volume Culture and Rights, each took issue 
with the report’s definition of culture, claiming that it hearkened back to 1930s social anthropology. The 
former complained that the text painted culture as a set of discrete entities (Wright 1998:12), while the 
latter characterized the problem as “looking at culture as difference: as those symbolic acts which 
demarcate boundaries between groups” (Eriksen 2001:131). In a response letter to Wright, Lourdes 
Arizpe, a member of the Commission (until her appointment to Assistant Director-General for Culture of 
UNESCO in 1994), explained some of the organization’s difficulties. She noted that “…every single 
event and change led to contestation, and reformulation and rewriting of the [report’s] text,” and she 
admitted to two trouble areas in particular. The first was the definition of culture itself and the second was 
the difficulty of balancing the ‘politics of difference’ with the ‘politics of equality’ (Arizpe 1998:24), an 
issue also central to the ‘politics of recognition’—the socio-political negotiation and balance of equality 
and difference among citizens in a democratic society (Taylor 1994). In other words, difference could not 
be celebrated to the extent that it might undermine the stability of the whole. It seems the Commission 
understood that singling out particular artistic objects or phenomena as internationally exclusive might 
not promote an atmosphere of intercultural equality and, if taken too far, might instead create situations in 
which difference came too prominently to the fore. 
 Admittedly, UNESCO is forced to walk a tightrope between inclusion and exclusion in its efforts 
toward promoting and preserving culture. My point is simply to highlight the pattern of animated critique 
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that has surrounded this report from its creation to its reception, and now through its implementation. The 
fact that difficulties have occurred at every stage implies that the problems I will cite below are, perhaps, 
to be expected. They should, nonetheless, be stressed, analyzed, and explained because their resulting 
implications are potentially grave for regional, if not international, relations. As Eriksen notes early in his 
chapter assessment of the report, Our Creative Diversity, “This report seems a particularly fruitful starting 
point for a discussion of the global debates regarding cultural and political rights […] it highlights—
voluntarily and involuntarily—deep predicaments of culture; and […] being what it is, it will, by default, 
have real-world consequences of a magnitude most academics can only dream of for their scholarly 
work” (Eriksen 2001:129). In the Caucasus, however, no such dreaming is necessary, for here the “real-
world consequences” of the resulting UNESCO Masterpiece awards have already been set in motion. 
 Created in 1997, at the close of the “decade for cultural development,” the Masterpieces Program 
initiated its first series of recognitions in 2001. These awarded the title “Masterpiece of Oral and 
Intangible Heritage” to aspects of culture submitted by application from member states of UNESCO.8 
Three rounds of submission and selection were held at two-year intervals between 2001 and 2005. In 
total, 90 aspects of oral and otherwise “intangible heritage,” representing 70 nations, were recognized out 
of a total submission of 152 applications from over 100 countries (UNESCO 2006:3–4). With the three 
countries of the South Caucasus among the selected recipients, this program gave Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
and Georgia the opportunity to use their music for national promotion on the international stage. Now that 
the cycles of UNESCO “masterpiece” recognitions have come to an end, a system—The Convention for 
the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage—has been enacted (formulated in 2003) to preserve, 
promote, and otherwise safeguard these and any additional future traditions of intangible heritage that 
convention committee members decide to add to that master list.9 Traditions are now submitted and 
                                                
8 There are currently 193 member states and 7 associate members registered with UNESCO. Azerbaijan, Armenia, 
and Georgia, in that order and only weeks apart, each joined as members in 1992. The list of member states and their 
entry dates may be found at: http://erc.unesco.org/cp/MSList_alpha.asp?lg=E, accessed 15 June 2010. 
9 Convention text found at: http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?pg=00006, accessed 8 December 2010. 
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selected annually to be added to one of two intangible heritage lists, one of which is reserved for “heritage 
in need of urgent safeguarding.”10  
 While the program as a whole seems an innovative way to draw attention to the world’s artistic 
wealth, it has numerous problems. One particular difficulty lies with the term “intangible” and the 
dilemma of the unending supply of cultural heritage that could be submitted under such a designation. 
According to Article 2 of the aforementioned UNESCO Convention, “intangible” is problematically 
defined to include most anything and everything cultural. 
The “intangible cultural heritage” means the practices, representations, 
expressions, knowledge, skills—as well as the instruments, objects, 
artefacts [sic] and cultural spaces associated therewith—that 
communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of 
their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from 
generation to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and 
groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and 
their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, 
thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity 
(UNESCO 2003:2). 
 
In the context of the Caucasus, however, the issue of intangibility gives way to even greater concerns. 
What happens when UNESCO’s recognition of one art form encourages the denial of other cultural art 
forms, as in the case of Georgia, where “Georgian Polyphonic Song” (largely a men’s genre) was granted 
masterpiece status in 2001, thereby privileging that genre at the expense of others (see Tsitsishvili 2007)? 
What occurs when recognition is granted to a cultural element shared between nations, as in the case of 
Armenia, where a masterpiece title was awarded for the “Duduk and its Music” in 2005, a distinction 
which has heightened the international perception that the instrument is exclusively Armenian, thus 
negating its importance for neighboring Georgia and Azerbaijan, each of whom also claim original 
ownership? Finally, what is the result when acclaim is conferred on an art that further entrenches a 
territorial conflict, as in the case of Azerbaijan, which earned a UNESCO title for “Azerbaijani Mugham” 
                                                
10 The former Masterpieces (90 total) were officially added to UNESCO’s Intangible Heritage lists in 2008. In 2009, 
eighty-eight additional traditions were accepted, and in 2010 there have been, thus far, an additional fifty-one. 
Among those 2010 additions both Azerbaijan and Armenia were again recognized, the former for “the traditional art 
of Azerbaijani carpet weaving” and the latter for “Armenian cross-stones art” (known as Hach Kars). Heritage List 
information found at: http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?lg=en&pg=00011, accessed 8 December 2010.  
   
    151 
in 2003 and which has subsequently made concerted efforts to use that genre to put increased pressure on 
its claim to the contested territory of Nagorny Karabakh, the geographical and historical “conservatory” 
of many of their best muğam musicians and vocalists? 
 In each case the value placed on these aspects of heritage has served to strengthen and re-create 
specific musical icons of national identity whose cultural “truth” or “authenticity” is afforded legitimacy 
by UNESCO. These are then exhibited—advertised as if on virtual cultural billboards—to a world 
unaware of the larger implications. For this reason the title of UNESCO “Masterpiece” warrants 
heightened discussion. It is not often that a country has the opportunity to not only reinvent itself, but to 
also introduce itself to the rest of a world nearly unaware of its previous existence. The newly 
independent countries of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia fall into this category. They are working to 
create and solidify their national identities vis-à-vis their neighbors, as well as to advertise these identities 
to the greater world community.   
Battlefields and Billboarding 
 During the Soviet era each republic within the Union became known to its fellow republics 
through a stereotyped set of physical, visual, and musical signs. Now, despite the Soviet Union’s collapse, 
the pattern seems to continue and I cannot help but feel that, by following what may be preconditioned 
patterns of cultural advertisement, the South Caucasus have missed a great opportunity. The rest of us, as 
citizens of the world, miss out as well as we visually and aurally consume only the choice bits that 
organizations like UNESCO broadcast, to the exclusion of all else.  
 My concern is that UNESCO is providing the means, inadvertently or not, for two of these three 
developing states, namely Azerbaijan and Armenia, to shift the conflict between them from its current 
geographical battlefield to a new cultural battlefield—a space of images, sounds, and ideas. One might 
argue that such a shift represents progress: a military conflict is being exchanged for a conflict of ideas. 
Promoting local culture is typically seen as a positive and legitimate means of internationally advertising 
one’s identity. But it is also a way to lobby for one’s own national interests, especially effective when 
citizens of the international community are too uninformed to counter-analyze regional claims. Through 
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such “cultural billboarding” (as I will term it), organizations like UNESCO risk entrenching and 
potentially augmenting strife—in this case in the Caucasus—by not only bestowing exclusive recognition 
on arts shared by states engaged in mutual conflict, but also by attaching a special and valued 
international weight to the “masterpieces” they select for recognition. 
 While I take issue with each of the titles awarded the South Caucasus nations—not to mention 
those awarded to other nations—for the way they stereotype the cultural diversity of our planet, 
Armenia’s 2005 masterpiece title for “the Duduk and its Music” is especially problematic. Unlike those 
titles awarded to Azerbaijan and Georgia, which clearly specify Azerbaijani muğam (not to be confused, 
for example, with the similarly ornamented Turkish makam, Uzbek shashmaqam, and Uighur muqam) 
and Georgian polyphonic singing (to differentiate it from the equally fine vocal polyphony of Bulgaria 
and Russia, among other complex, regional, indigenous, polyphonic traditions), Armenia’s title 
designates a relatively undifferentiated instrument and the repertory that it plays in a way that blatantly 
ignores the equally valuable practices and contributions of Armenia’s neighbors concerning the very same 
instrument. As has already been discussed, various individuals among my Azeri and Georgian contacts 
each adamantly introduced the balaban/duduki as “their” instrument, both having originated among their 
ancestral brethren and having been developed musically by them. The reader may notice that I have not 
attempted to root out a source of origin for this instrument in the course of this dissertation. The web of 
the instrument’s influence is so tight, its history so obscured, the emotions it affects so deep, and its sound 
and music so shared through the figurative and literal intermarriage of these three cultures over the 
centuries, that such an endeavor would be as meaningless as it would be destructive. 
 During my fieldwork I was privileged to interface with and eventually to interview Seavush 
Kerimi, the director of Azerbaijan’s National (Milli) Conservatory of Music. When we spoke I was 
pleasantly surprised to hear a very objective stance with regard to the question of the ownership and 
characterization of the balaban. A jazz musician himself, Kerimi is not detached from the affective nature 
of musical instruments and the corresponding powerful effect they have on musicians and listeners alike. 
He iterated plainly that he was not against the promotion of the Armenian duduk, but its blind promotion 
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at the expense of the other equally valuable regional instruments and arts, especially those as close in 
nature as the balaban, was not only wrong, but blatantly inaccurate and ultimately unjust. He asked me to 
work towards rectifying this inequality and it is my intention that this dissertation serves, in some part, to 
fulfill that honorable request.  
 There is a delicate balance between the celebration of difference and the recognition of similarity. 
A detached, biological look at the human species, for example, reveals that we are more the same than we 
are different, though cultural differences range from the very wide to the very, very narrow. For me, the 
balaban/duduk/duduki falls into a category of small differences that have been exacerbated and 
manipulated to deepen intraregional rifts where fewer should actually exist. De Waal, citing Michael 
Ignatieff’s analysis of the Serbian-Croatian conflict and his use of Freud’s “narcissism of minor 
difference,” brought attention to similarly small discrepancies between Azerbaijanis and Armenians 
cultivated during the rising aggression of the Nagorny Karabakh conflict. De Waal explains that as 
physical aggression started to erupt in the major urban areas of Azerbaijan, “the violence had one darkly 
surreal aspect: it was often very difficult for the killers and looters to know who the enemy was.” He 
strengthens his point by immediately highlighting the similarity of appearance between the two ethnic 
groups, their shared facility with multiple languages of the Caucasus, and shared social customs (de Waal 
2003:36). In light of this discussion of difference, the verbal tussling I heard in relation to the true cultural 
ownership of the balaban, duduk, and duduki—three separate cultural objects that are nonetheless 
physically the same instrument—pales in comparison to the human tragedy of the Karabakh war.  The 
bottom line is this: regardless of the degree of difference, UNESCO plays a dangerous game by 
exclusively recognizing any art at the expense of another. Culture (in all its parts) can be “owned” only as 
much as it is lived, and given the fact that each person on the planet lives any number of cultures at once, 
or at any given time, I will further argue that as life is an interactive process, cultural “ownership” can 
only happen through sharing. UNESCO, in contrast, is promoting cultural and even ethnonational 
exclusivity through the concept that particular cultural products can be claimed by individual nations.   
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 As stated above, Azerbaijan’s UNESCO masterpiece title was awarded in 2003 for the musical 
genre of muğam—three years, incidentally, before it went into circulation as the image on the one-manat 
bill. Beyond the goals of cultural sustainability, however, the Masterpiece Program has inadvertently also 
allowed some nations to further their own political agendas. There was, and continues to be, for example, 
a strong political reason for promoting the genre of muğam over other musical genres in Azerbaijan. That 
reason is Nagorny Karabakh. As the symbolic and in many ways literal geographical and genealogical 
center of Azerbaijan’s cultural wealth, the loss of Shusha in the Nagorny Karabakh war created a deep 
and collective cultural wound. The subsequent loss of Xocalı and the concerted massacre of its fleeing 
inhabitants struck the nation in an even more personal and emotional way. Not only had the land been 
taken, but the lives of women and children, Azerbaijan’s “future” and the next culturally-valuable 
generation from that region, had also been lost. Muğam and its instrumental trio, therefore, due to their 
cultural significance and strong connection to Nagorny Karabakh, have become central to Azerbaijan’s 
national narrative at the expense of other genres and instruments, like the balaban and its accompanying 
music.  
 When I first visited the National Conservatory of Music, in the early months of my fieldwork 
when I was still in search of a teacher and an instrument, I met with Zemfira Xanım, the ever-helpful 
Secretary of Foreign Student Affairs. She was busy when I arrived, and so handed me a box from the 
corner bookshelf behind me to enjoy as I waited. It was a large and beautifully ornate cardboard box, 
which I had already happened to notice upon entering the office. Now it was in my lap, and I discovered 
that it was a finely produced, twenty-four CD set of vocal muğam performances, re-mastered from 
historic recordings of talented xanәndәs from Nagorny Karabakh. A slick little book completed the 
package. Throughout the entirety of my fieldwork, I never saw any recording that rivaled the beauty and 
production quality of this boxed set. In fact, despite my efforts to re-locate it later, I never encountered the 
set again. 
 “Where did this come from and who was responsible for producing it?” were my first questions. 
“Why did they focus such a large set on muğam alone, and why only re-mastered historic performances at 
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that? Why were the singers of Karabakh the only featured artists? Why was the accompanying booklet in 
three languages? Why was UNESCO’s name on the box? Why was Mehriban Aliyev, the Azerbaijani 
president’s wife, listed on the inside cover? And why, after such a clear effort to produce such a beautiful, 
high-quality product of national interest, was the set unavailable for local Azerbaijani consumption? 
Some of these questions had easy answers, but the others led me to investigate more serious issues, like 
the ones I have been addressing in this chapter. In terms of academic curiousity, therefore, the beautifully 
packaged muğam set was not unlike a Pandora’s box. 
  The set of muğam CDs had been produced under the direction of Azerbaijan’s UNESCO 
Goodwill Ambassador, Mrs. Mehriban Aliyev, wife of the current Azeri president, Ilham Aliyev. The 
booklet, with sections in Azeri, English, and Russian, opened with information on the “Garabagh (sic) 
School of Muğam,” before introducing short biographies of each recorded musician. I must admit that the 
printed text stunned me, for it not only explicitly linked the CD project to UNESCO’s Masterpieces 
program, but implicitly linked the taking of Karabakh by Armenians to the subsequent loss of an art form 
valuable to all humankind. It states, in English, on page 39 that, “According to the decision of UNESCO, 
Azeri mugham is now included in the list of masterpieces of verbal and intangible heritage and is of great 
value to the culture of the entire human civilization.” A few pages later, however, referring to the town of 
Shusha, its association with the art of muğam, and a vocal muğam competition that started there in 1987, 
the booklet reads, “ . . .the occupation of Shusha by Armenian aggressors in 1992 turned these rising stars 
of mugham art into refugees. Nowadays the winners of this competition living in refugee camps can tell 
you with deep grief and sorrow that they do not sing anymore” (p. 45). Armenian aggressors are accused 
here not only of usurping a neighbor’s sovereign territory, but of destroying an “oral and intangible” 
artifact of the world’s collective civilization by causing muğam to disappear from the very mouths, the 
very souls even, of those people displaced from its geocultural source.  
 The book seemed highly inflammatory for a coffee-table CD set, and that may hint at why it was 
made in such limited quantities and seemingly for the purpose of high-profile, bureaucratic gift giving. 
The Conservatory secretary had explained to me that it was a gift to their institution from the Azerbaijani 
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government. I later heard rumors that it was also given as a gift to various embassies in Baku. Given its 
unavailability, therefore, the set was clearly not meant for local music enthusiasts, but for cultural 
advertisement and international diplomatic consumption. It seemed designed with an express ideological 
purpose: to pressure the world community into granting more concessions to Azerbaijan in its ongoing 
OSCE11 negotiations. With international recognition from UNESCO, followed by the pointed use of its 
iconic and indexical visual image on Azerbaijan’s newly minted currency, muğam is being used not 
merely as cultural currency, but as cultural ammunition.  
Eurasia and the Eurovision Song Contest 
 While UNESCO is providing an intellectual, long-term, and internationally recognized platform 
for Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia to promote and politically protect aspects of their identities, the 
annual Eurovision Song Contest offers them a comparatively superficial, flash-and-flair, popularity-based 
stage for the dramatic showcasing of their music. This next case study looks at Eurasia’s participation in 
the Eurovision Song Contest, a competition hugely popular throughout Europe, Scandinavia, and 
increasingly throughout the former Soviet Republics. It is a most paradoxical competition, for despite its 
name the contest is not about music. It is, rather, about the use of music as a popularity-driven political 
tool for visibility and cultural acceptance within the more powerful unit of “Europe.” 
 Though most Americans have never heard of it, this singular competition has a long history. 
Inaugurated in 1956 with fourteen western European countries participating, it has since greatly expanded 
and grown in popularity. In recent years, the competition’s viewing audience has regularly exceeded 100 
million, and that does not include the throngs that attend the various stages of live qualifying 
competitions. In addition, there are the thousands who work to produce Eurovision’s main events each 
year, from the media crews and personnel to the teams planning and preparing their own state’s entry, and 
then there are the performers. Eurovision is such a huge annual event that it brings smaller countries 
nearly to a stand still in their efforts to allow citizens the time to gather around TV sets in both private and 
                                                
11 “Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe.” The OSCE is currently supplying mediators to facilitate 
reconciliation between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the territory of Nagorny Karabakh. 
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public venues to cheer on the national entry (Bohlman 2004:3). The 2008 competition, which showcased 
a record 43 national competitors,12 drew my attention because among the contestants, for the first time, 
was Azerbaijan. In addition, I realized that 2008 was the first contest year to feature all three of the newly 
independent republics of the South Caucasus—Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia. 
 While not usually a primary source for political science research or insight, it is important to 
study the Eurovision Song Contest because, as explained by ethnomusicologist Philip Bohlman, in his 
book The Music of European Nationalism,  
Music can narrate national myths and transform them to nationalistic 
histories. Music marks national borders, while at the same time 
mobilizing those wishing to cross or dismantle borders. Music enhances 
the sacred qualities of the nation, and it can secularize religion so that it 
conforms to the state. There is, then, no single place to experience the 
interaction of music and nationalism (Bohlman 2004:12).  
 
The importance of the “place” of inquiry, then, rests solely on the choices of the people who create and/or 
use the music in question towards national ends. The fact is that, although I have never been a fan of 
Euro-pop, I could not have avoided the Eurovision Song Contest. My topic led me there. 
 A closer look at the competition also became important to me for two additional reasons. In the 
first place, the nations of the South Caucasus are not part of the European Union. Therefore, their 
participation in Eurovision and the significance it holds for them is not the same as that for EU member 
participants. Having researched the effect of Eurovision on closer “fringe” nations, such as Finland and 
Turkey, I wondered how this distinction of distance would affect the South Caucasus nations and 
manifest itself in their entries. Secondly, the South Caucasus region is not currently at peace within itself, 
and I was curious to see how intraregional issues of unrest might spillover into such a visible and 
influential venue. I was not surprised to find that, in fact, each of these three Eurasian countries was using 
Eurovision as an opportunity to communicate with larger international audiences and, whether 
                                                
12 The total number of participating countries for the years 1956 (http://www.eurovision.tv/page/history/by-
year/contest?event=273), 2008 (http://www.eurovision.tv/page/history/the-story), and estimated annual viewers 
appear in the “history” section of the Official Eurovision website, accessed 1 February 2012.  
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consciously or not, each was also saying something about how they see themselves vis-à-vis their 
Eurasian and European neighbors.     
 Eurovision began in the 1950s as a competition exclusively between western European states. At 
that time, eastern European countries—then members of the Soviet bloc—sat beyond the borders of 
quintessential Europe. Since 1990, and the inclusion of eastern Europe in the competition, however, 
participation in Eurovision has become more than just a symbol of European camaraderie. It has also 
contributed to the development and maintenance of national image and morale, as participation in the 
contest, and the scoring and ranking of its entries, play significantly upon a state’s sense of self. Case 
studies of both Finland and Turkey, previously considered states marginal to Eurovision’s original 
competitors, demonstrate the value citizens and governments have placed on performing well in the 
contest. “In truth,” one Canadian journalist pointed out, in a 2006 article for Maclean’s magazine,  
The [Eurovision song] contest is taken much more seriously in eastern 
Europe and in countries new to—or eager to join—the European Union, 
where participation in the song contest is seen not only as a key to 
bragging rights, but also as proof of democratic bona fides and 
membership in the European cultural community (Petrou 2006:28).  
 
Alf Bjornberg, writing about Finland, has similarly argued that, 
One of the functions of the ESC13 may be to offer a space for a symbolic 
“revenge of the margins,” an opportunity for culturally peripheral nations 
to come out on top of those nations normally playing the principal parts 
in the dissemination of popular culture (Bjornberg 2007:17).  
 
The same is becoming true of the newly participating Eurasian countries. 
 Part of Eurovision’s effectiveness in influencing a state’s feelings about itself vis-à-vis that ideal 
of quintessential Europe is the fact that the competition is decided by a jury of peers. Over two rounds of 
competition—semi-finals and finals—each participating country is allowed a split vote, 50% decided by 
television viewers via text messaging and 50% decided by a national jury. The tally of points is then 
merged and each country has a posted record of how its citizens are voting. In total each country has 116 
(58 x 2) points, or votes, at its disposal (a country cannot vote for itself ). For each set of voters, the first 
                                                
13 A common acronym for the Eurovision Song Contest. 
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place pick is given the famed twelve points, second is allotted ten points, third is given eight and the next 
seven places are given points in decreasing order (7–1). After the point totals for all participating 
countries have been tallied, the one given the highest score for its song entry wins and becomes host of 
the following year’s competition.   
 While both Turkey and Finland can now boast of a relatively recent Eurovision win, in 2003 and 
2006 respectively, there is ample evidence that the long wait took a toll on each state’s sense of self, and 
that stellar Eurovision rankings are still heavily valued. When Finland entered the Eurovision Song 
Contest in 1961, it was considered a fringe state. Having striven for a position of neutrality during the 
Cold War, between the Soviet Union and “the West,” Finland was accepted into the contest later than 
other European countries. It subsequently, however, found itself stuck between western Europe and the 
Eastern bloc, in a kind of betwixt border-zone of its own until it officially entered the European Union in 
1995 (Pajala 2007:72–73). Strangely enough, due to lingering perceptions that it remains “unaccepted” by 
western European countries, Finland still seems to deal with a curious sense of national shame when it 
comes to Eurovision. This feeling has been perpetuated in part by the lack of perceived approval—as 
displayed through contest scoring—that citizens feels they receive from their fellow European voters. For 
example, Mari Pajala, who has analyzed this phenomenon of national shame, quoted the Finnish 
Magazine Katso in advance of the 2000 competition as follows:  
Next week we once again get to vote for our candidates to be humiliated 
on an international level. How many times have we already experienced 
it: Finlande, zéro point!” (Katso 5, in Pajala 2007:71).     
 
Note the journalist’s choice of French for his sample score announcement, adding the weight of western 
European “superiority” to the dreaded feeling of humiliation anticipated each year by the Finnish public.  
 Turkey, a country that first entered the competition in 1975, has found itself in a Eurovision-
driven, emotion-laden position similar to that of Finland. As Thomas Solomon explains in an article about 
Turkey’s winning Eurovision song “Everyway That I Can” (2003), the number of points garnered year-to-
year from the other participants in the contest has become a type of nationally-observed barometer 
measuring Turkey’s relationship with Europe and the degree to which the former feels it is being accepted 
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or rejected as a European nation (Solomon 2007). As he recounts, Turkish viewers would plead with TV 
judges for song points, hoping their nation could avoid the humiliation of finishing last. Low scores, 
given by the other participating and voting nations, only added to the perception, whether real or not, that 
Turkey was not being accepted by European audiences (Solomon 2007:136).  
 Given this deep emotional investment, the singular and spectacular wins of these two countries—
Finland in 2006 (with the musical group Lordi) and Turkey in 2003 (with the female vocalist Sertab 
Erener)—were understandably achievements of significant national proportion. Pajala recounts that, “In 
Finland Lordi’s success was greeted by huge media excitement, and the winners were celebrated as 
national heroes everywhere from the popular press to the government” (Pajala 2007:82). For Turkey, 
“winning the contest was regarded as a symbol of finally being accepted as a ‘European’ country rather 
than a ‘Middle Eastern’ one” (Solomon 2007:135). In addition, Solomon stresses that Sertab’s success, 
“was popularly regarded not just as a public relations victory for Turkish cultural production, but also as a 
vindication of Turkey’s political ambitions in Europe” (Solomon 2007:143).   
 Paradoxically, the degree of national emotion invested in this competition and the celebration that 
accompanies a nation’s big win has little to do with the quality of the music being submitted or voted 
upon. As argued in the opening of this chapter section, this song contest is not about who the most 
talented performer is, or who has written the best song. It is a bit more cliqueish, with an atmosphere in 
which countries regularly vote for their “buddies,” the other countries within their region of Europe or 
with whom they have close political ties. Maclean’s journalist Michael Petrou echoes my claim, blatantly 
stating, “It’s not about the music—the…song contest hasn’t produced a truly memorable hit since ABBA 
triumphed in 1974 with Waterloo, and most entries are complete rubbish” (Petrou 2006:28).  The list of 
other journalists, scholars, and independent bloggers who have noted and complained about the surprising 
lack of musical quality exhibited during this competition would be long indeed. There is clearly 
something else happening here. 
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The 2008 Eurasian Eurovision Entries 
 In 2008 Azerbaijan made its debut in the competition with the song “Day After Day,” performed 
by two local singers, Elnur Huseynov and Samir Javadzade, who it seems were joined just for this piece. 
Georgia, entering for the second time, submitted the song, “Peace Will Come,” which was sung by the 
highly-acclaimed Diana Kurtskaya, a singer who though Georgian was already very well-known and 
well-loved in Russia. Armenia entered for the third time with the song “Qele, Qele,” which was sung by 
the young Armenian female pop-singer Sirusho. Despite being such newcomers, each of these countries 
placed very well in the 2008 contest, with Armenia taking fourth place (199 points), Azerbaijan garnering 
eighth (132 points) and Georgia eleventh (83) from among the field of twenty-five finalists.   
 Each country participating in the contest represents itself, but relationships between states should 
not be ignored and often permeate the event. While this fact is most frequently revealed through the 
voting process, there are other examples of its influence on the competition. A case in point involved 
Georgia and its political relationship with Russia leading up to the 2009 Eurovision contest. That year the 
Republic of Georgia submitted the song “We Don’t Wanna Put In”—a not-so-subtle jab at Russia’s Prime 
Minister, Vladimir Putin, and his August 2008 aggressive disregard for Georgian state sovereignty. 
Russia, having won the 2008 contest, was hosting the 2009 competition and ESC officials asked Georgia 
to either submit a different song, or withdraw completely from the event. They chose the latter. It was 
definitely a case in which politics took one participant out of the contest entirely.  
 How participating nations interrelate is especially significant for those regions riddled with 
pockets of tension, and the South Caucasus would top this list. Though the area has long been tied 
together through intermarriage, nomadic herding, and traveling musicians, there are currently four major, 
territorially based, ethnic conflicts alive within the borders of these three countries. Three of these 
conflicts are currently threatening the territorial integrity of Georgia: the South Ossetians, along the 
northeastern border; the Abkhazians, in the upper northwestern corner; and the Adjarians, in the 
southwest corner of the country are all ethnic groups with secessionist aspirations. The fourth is the 
aforementioned conflict that erupted between Armenia and Azerbaijan in the late 1980s over the territory 
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of Nagorny Karabakh. These intraregional conflicts are further complicated by political, religious, 
economic, energy- and security-related links—between the South Caucasus and Russia, Turkey, Iran, and 
the United States—as hinted at by Georgia’s withdrawal from Eurovision 2009. Yet a third layer of 
interregional affiliation and tension is Eurasia’s expanding relationship with the European Union, as 
demonstrated, in part, by their participation in Eurovision.  
 What I am arguing is that all three levels of intra- and international relations are in play for these 
Eurasian countries in the course of the contest, and that their song entries, performances, and 
accompanying music videos reveal some of the dynamics of these relationships. It is significant, 
therefore, to note how Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia are each presenting themselves through their 
musical performances. While their entries were undoubtedly composed in complete isolation from each 
other, from my perspective their songs for the 2008 competition interrelate in a dialogical manner, albeit 
more like a succession of monologues held in the same performance space. In fact, the song texts of these 
three Eurasian countries are related through a shared theme that focuses on the transition from a state of 
tension, or negative conflict, to a positive state of resolution, peace, or—dare I say it—love.    
 In addition, a word should be said about the language choice for these lyrics because, notably, 
each of these songs was performed in English (with the exception of Armenia’s introductory verse). 
English is significant for having increasingly become the lingua franca of Eurovision song entries, as 
demonstrated by a quick study of song titles by competition year. Fifteen of the twenty-five song titles in 
the 2008 Eurovision finals were in English. The English language trend seems to have really accelerated, 
interestingly enough, after the 1998 competition and the incorporation of “televoting” into the contest 
scoring procedure. What one notices from the lists provided on the Eurovision website is that starting in 
1999, the number of English song titles in the finals jumps to an average of 50%. What it may indicate, I 
think, coinciding as it does with the opportunity of ordinary citizens to voice their preferences, is the use 
of English to gain a wider understanding and acceptance by ever-larger multi-lingual audiences, hence 
attracting more votes. 
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 Returning to a quick assessment of the three 2008 Eurovision entries in particular, it is clear that 
both Azerbaijan and Armenia opted to showcase aspects of their national identities in obvious ways. Each 
featured one or more culturally representative musical elements. In the case of Azerbaijan, it was the 
introduction of muğam-style singing in the last quarter of their song. Azerbaijan’s complete production 
will be further discussed below. Armenia, by comparison, drew upon many more indigenous cultural 
references, including the duduk. Georgia, on the other hand, seemed rather pointedly to take the opposite 
tactic, avoiding the use of culturally specific markers in an effort perhaps, to “speak” on more  
cosmopolitan terms. For Georgia, it was the choice of performer, a native Georgian-Abkhazian, that most 
significantly identified the nation.  
Georgia: “Peace Will Come” 
Song Lyrics 
 
 
Verse 1     
Look, the sky is crying cold bitter tears 
Weeping for the people lost in fear 
While we fight for nothing, my eyes run dry 
Are you still so blind to ask me why? Why? 
 
Chorus   
Say it out loud: peace will come 
Everybody, shout: peace will come 
When you stop and tame your rage 
Something’s gotta change 
Something’s gotta change 
 
Say it out loud: peace will come  
Everybody shout: peace will come 
Blow the trumpet, beat the drum   
Peace will come  
 
Verse 2 
Sometimes words kill faster than bullets do 
But the face of war is never true 
Kids with guns are always too young to die 
Are you still so deaf to ask me why? Why? 
 
Chorus 
 
Verse 3 
My land is still crying, torn in half  
My world is slowly dying 
My heart is only crying 
Peace and love, oh no, no, no 
 
Chorus 
Blow the trumpet, beat the drum  
Peace will come
 
 Uniquely, Georgia’s performance of “Peace Will Come,”14 by choosing a world-encompassing 
theme—albeit also apropos its own internal situation—and presenting it in a culturally unmarked way, 
                                                
14 Video at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_2z7RD1Xe6M, accessed 30 March 2011. Eurovision performance 
at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVMFZu39tmY, accessed 30 March 2011. Lyrics Archive at: 
http://lyrics.dainutekstai.lt/842502/eurovision-2008-georgia:-diana-gurtskaya-peace-will-come.htm, accessed 11 
June 2008. 
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succeeded in showcasing the fact that Georgians already feel themselves to be a part of Europe. The 
impression is that they do not need to prove themselves as “Georgian-Europeans” and therefore, they 
present their entry as if among equals, their European peers. Their song “Peace Will Come” does not use 
any traditional musical instruments, Georgian vocal harmonies, or Georgian lyrics. It is also devoid of any 
nationalistic stage trappings or dress. While the song’s text pointedly refers to the ongoing unrest within 
Georgia, it also expands to embrace conflicts happening in other parts of the world. “Look!,” Kurtskaya 
sings as digital images of blue atmospheric clouds appeared against the black of the darkened stage, “The 
sky is crying cold bitter tears, weeping for the people lost in fear.” The sky has no borders. Therefore, it 
weeps over everyone, for everyone that is suffering beneath it. Through the message in this song, Georgia 
places itself within a much larger community of nations, in terms of shared suffering. 
 The song is an energetically emphatic composition. It has a driving rhythm and melody that is 
insistent without being either frantic or desperate. To enhance this insistent quality, verbal-melodic 
repetitions are strategically placed at the ends of musical phrases that climb in pitch and that land, 
correspondingly, on the lyrics “something’s gotta change” and on the simple question, “why?” The 
emphasis placed musically on these phrases lends them a heavier weight within the text.   
 In addition, Diana Gurtskaya, as a native Georgian-Abkhazian, made it clear that she felt the 
performance of the song’s text in a personal way. In an interview discussing her song with Eurovision 
website journalist Marco Brey, she addressed the issue of Abkhazia, in particular, in the following 
manner,  
Question: You have personally suffered during the war in Abkhazia, and 
you had to flee from your home. How did this influence your further life 
and your music?  
 
Gurtskaya: This experience is unforgettable, and it’s the reason why I 
am performing Peace Will Come in the 2008 Eurovision Song Contest. It 
talks about what I heard, what I felt. What I sing in my song, I 
experienced practically on my skin during the war.15   
 
Gurtskaya’s personal connection to this song is particularly potent given that she was the focus of the 
                                                
  15 http://www.eurovision.tv/page/interviews-2008?id=938, accessed 13 August 2008. 
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song’s stage performance. What I mean is that because the performance was devoid of the typical 
Eurovision trappings of glitz and drama, her body and voice were foregrounded. In fact, during the staged 
competition, the few dancers that accompanied Gurtskaya were but a minor audience distraction, being all 
but invisible in black until they manipulated a huge billowing white sheet over Gurtskaya’s body, and 
suddenly everyone on stage was dressed in white. The contrast and re-dressing of black with white, likely 
an allusion to war and peace, that played center stage for this performance was augmented by the physical 
transference of Gurtskaya’s own experience, that of feeling the war “on her skin,” through her body and 
voice, into the text of her song. 
 Gurtskaya is blind. When she refers to her experiences as being felt on the surface of her skin, it is 
a reference to her heightened extra-visual senses, and that gives added salience to her lyrics. Her disability 
is not ignored but rather used to strengthen the message of the text. Her own blindness is highlighted as 
she pointedly accuses her listeners of being blind themselves, if they cannot see the truth of what she 
sings. She asks, “While we fight for nothing, my eyes run dry. Are you still so blind to ask me why?” And 
in the verse that follows, she continues her accusations: “Kids with guns are always too young to die. Are 
you still so deaf to ask me why?” The bulk of Gurtskaya’s audience is, of course, neither blind nor deaf 
and therein lies the effectiveness of her emotion-laden finger-pointing. 
Azerbaijan: “Day After Day” 
Song Lyrics 
 
 
Verse 1—Angel: 
For peace we pray 
Save us from all fears 
Oh Lord, save us . . . 
 
Verse 2—Devil: 
You can feel me in your mind 
With every breath you take 
Burn the earth with flame of sins 
I’ll make you feel dismay 
 
Verse 3—Split 
Angel:  
Our feelings play with us 
But you must keep yourself under control 
Devil:   
If you’re searching for resolves 
Be ready for the tolls  
 
Verse 4—Together: 
Show us the right way  
Day after day 
All fears we must forget 
Then better world we’ll get 
 
Verse 5—Angel: 
If you have the greatest aim 
Keep it in your soul 
I’ll be always by your side 
Always in your heart 
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Verse 6—Split 
Devil: 
Our dreams can play with us 
Even if we think that we keep control 
Angel: 
From all horrors of the world 
Salvation is love, love 
 
Verse 7—Split 
Devil: 
The earth is in flame 
And you must share the blame 
 
 
Angel: 
Look inside yourself 
We both are there 
Day after day 
Day after day 
 
Devil: 
Day. . . (muğam) 
 
Verse 8—Together: 
Day after day 
All fears we must forget 
Then better world we’ll get 
Then better world we’ll get 
 
 
 Considering the range of choices available, in the case of Azerbaijan it seems clear to me that the 
UNESCO masterpiece titles greatly affected decisions as to how the nation would be represented for its 
Eurovision debut. Muğam singing was there, yes, but where was the balaban in Azerbaijan’s entry? 
Where, for that matter, were the zurnas, the drums, the colors of the national flag, the Azeri language, or 
elements of Azeri national dress? I will argue that, though their representation did not include any of these 
additional cultural elements, the use of muğam-singing was both purposeful and powerful. Just as Djivan 
Gasparyan, as a talented and internationally recognized duduk musician, has become a type of cultural 
ambassador for Armenia, Azerbaijan has Alim Qasimov, an equally recognized and extremely talented, 
muğam xanәndә. He, too, has become a type of cultural ambassador, making muğam a perfect currency 
with which to first take the stage of Europe. In addition to the inclusion of this genre, through the precise 
placement of muğam vocals within the piece, Azerbaijan—like Georgia—conveys a larger message 
through its song. Unfortunately, crowded by all the fantastical costuming, stage props, choreography, and 
fireworks, I am sure this was lost on the majority of the Eurovision audience.  
 The Azerbaijani entry was choreographed for great dramatic effect, but for all its fancifulness the 
details of its vocalists’ attire and performance were also very deliberate. The male singers, Samir and 
Elnur, were costumed in the roles of devil-demon and angel. The former (Samir) was dressed in black and 
red with long, slicked-back hair and red contact lenses, while the latter (Elnur) was attired in white, 
complete with floor-length white wings, cropped frosted hair, and white contact lenses. Each also had his 
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own pair of female backup dancers, and while the angel’s dancers wore full silver jumpsuits on the 
Eurovision stage, the devil’s dancers were so scantily clad that I fear even the Europeans must have been 
shocked by the periodic flash of posterior and the exaggerated stage crawling. “See, we are a modern, 
secular nation, just like you,” they seemed to press upon the European audiences that might otherwise 
expect sexual conservatism, knowing Azeri society to be largely Muslim.  
 The lyrics of “Day After Day,”16 sung completely in English like the Georgian entry, are also 
about peace and war, but whereas “Peace Will Come” linked Georgia’s internal ethnonational conflicts 
with the larger issue of conflicts around the globe, a relationship of nation to world, Azerbaijan’s song 
linked the internal struggles of the individual with the larger problem of world violence. The lyrics 
express the idea that good and evil are found in each human being and that dealing with that phenomenon 
is a struggle that persists continuously or cyclically, day after day. The emphasis on the individual and the 
internal struggle that exists within is captured in the lines, “Our feelings play with us, but you must keep 
yourself under control,” as well as through text references to the presence of each singer’s character being 
within, or inside the mind of, his listeners. Interestingly, these performers accused their audience, just as 
Gurtskaya did, blaming them for the state of destruction in the world and for not taking action against it. 
In comparison to Gurtskaya, however, they placed their stage personas in the middle of the fray. “The 
earth is in flame, and you must share the blame. Look inside yourself. We both are there!” they shouted as 
the melodic frame of the song dropped out and the vacant sound space was filled with Samir (the devil) 
singing muğam-style vocal ornaments.  
 I hinted earlier that the choice of muğam and its placement within the song were purposeful. You 
will remember the strong connections previously outlined between muğam and Islam in Azerbaijan. Not 
only is Sufi and Sufi-inspired verse paramount within a xanәndә’s repertoire of text, muğam singing style 
is iconic of Qur’anic chant. Discussing muğam’s relationship to Islam, Naroditskaya quotes the imam of 
Taza Pir mosque, in central Baku. “Mugham is not music but spoken Word,” he explained to her 
                                                
16 Lyrics Archive at: http://lyrics.dainutekstai.lt/841826/eurovision-2008-azerbaijan:-elnur-h%FCseynov--samir-
cavadzad601;-day-after-day.htm/retry=a0db9a9f4c7af5a01411, accessed 11 June 2008. 
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(Naroditskaya 2003:21). Naroditskaya further explains how a xanәndә strives to influence and inspire 
his/her listeners, “while the audience is engaged in the music, the performer listens to his audience. 
Sensitive to its emotional responses, the musician repeats and elaborates musical fragments, motifs, and 
ideas that entranced the listeners” (ibid.:48–49). The insertion of muğam vocal ornaments in the stage 
performance and video17 of the 2008 Eurovision song, therefore, acted as a multivalent sign. It was iconic 
for the way it triggered the mind to think of the vocal genre of muğam, since it sounded like a fragment of 
such a performance. More significantly, it was indexical because the iconic trigger of muğam 
performance brings to mind the spiritually-poetic texts associated with it, and with them the idea of 
spiritual transformation. This concept of transformation was then strengthened through the use of 
pyrotechnics, since fire is a metaphor both of the divine (Zoroastrian) and for the purification of the 
human soul—through its Sufi connections to the burning of the pith from the reed, allowing passage for 
the breath of God.     
 The fascinating detail, however, that snaps the trap on the effectiveness of muğam as a sign in this 
performance—for those who could read it—was the dramatic costume change that accompanied the 
moment Samir started his muğam-cadenza. It was an external, visual representation of an internal change, 
a sign of the individual who has won the battle between good and evil within himself. The moment was 
also part of the official video released for this song, and while not present in every version of the stage 
performance, the sudden shift of the “devil” into all-white dress cannot be mistaken or ignored for its 
significance in relation to the transformative qualities of muğam. Even more effective is how the song’s 
video connects this transformation with the idea of rebirth, splicing images of Samir with those that 
appear in the opening shots of the production, of a naked man (perhaps also played by Samir) climbing 
out of the ground in a cemetery-like setting. These visual effects are in essence an iconicization of the 
indexical link (the reference to transformation) still hanging in the minds of the audience, as the muğam 
ornaments continue to ring in their ears.   
                                                
17 Video at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=suKgzGC40g8&feature=related, accessed 30 March 2011. 
Eurovision performance at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eo0VrY5C-ow&NR=1, accessed 30 March 2011. 
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 The transformative power of muğam may not be the only message hidden within the crafting of this 
piece. The song can also be read as a metaphorical reference to the conflict over Nagorny Karabakh. The 
duality of good and evil within a single individual is like the embodiment of the conflict within the 
sovereign body of the state of Azerbaijan. The massive displacement of Azerbaijan’s citizens from within 
and around that province, as well as the rupture the conflict has caused between previously amicable 
communities of mixed Armenians and Azerbaijanis has similarly created a situation of fractured 
Azerbaijani identity. Performance props, such as the goblet of fake blood that was spilled on stage over 
the body of one of the devil’s dancers, and visual references, like that to cemeteries referenced in the 
opening of the song’s music video, allude more strongly to the conflation of evil with violent conflict. In 
addition, the fact that it was the vocalist in black who sang the muğam ornaments can also be linked with 
the literal translation of kara-bakh (black-garden) and the belief among Azerbaijanis that the city of 
Shusha, in Nagorny Karabakh, is the “[muğam] conservatory of the Caucasus.” The result is the dual 
conflation of, on the one hand, violent evil, the color black, and muğam, with implications of Nagorny 
Karabakh; and on the other hand, goodness, the color white, and again muğam, with its positive 
transformative qualities. It is muğam, then, that helps bring a sense of coherence to the performance, and 
that invites the disembodied soul of Azerbaijani culture, the region of Nagorny Karabakh, back into the 
territorial body of the nation. 
Armenia: “Qele, Qele” 
Song Lyrics 
  
 
Verse 1: (in Armenian)  
From my Armenian soil  
I came to bring 
The wind of the mountains 
The light of the sun 
 
Verse 2: 
You wanna be with me,  
You think and dream of me 
Come, qele (let’s go), move, qele 
Instead of watching me,  
You should be reaching me 
Come, qele, move, qele 
Chorus: 
Qele, qele, 
Qele, qele, 
Qele, qele, 
Qele . . .  
Time is reaching height 
You should make it right 
To end our fight, just hold me tight 
Hold me tight, qele 
 
Verse 2 (again) 
 
Chorus (twice)
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 A brief analysis of Armenia’s song entry, “Qele, Qele,”18 must lead with the observation that, of 
the three countries, this song incorporated the greatest number of cultural elements. From the opening 
lines of an invisible duduk and Sirusho’s accompanying horhovel19-style melismatic vocals, the piece also 
interjected the sounds of the zurna (another instrument shared in the Caucasus) and an Armenian 
shepherd’s flute. In addition, the song featured the Armenian language both in its opening verse and by 
prominently using the expression qele (“come on, let’s go”) as both the song’s title and main chorus 
lyrics. Though not used in its stage performance, the accompanying music video for “Qele, Qele”20 
features a corps of traditional Armenian d’hol21 drums, as well. But, whereas Georgia and Azerbaijan 
approached their audiences with weighty messages and fantastical drama, “Qele, Qele” opts to beguile its 
audience with flirtation. In the live performance, a trio of male dancers surrounded Sirusho, performing 
most of their routine on the floor around her feet as if in the agonizing throes of adoration and desire, 
while the singer herself was dressed in a thigh-length tunic dress alluringly draped in fringe so as to 
accentuate her flirtatious movements and gestures.  
 At first glance, the lyrics, too, appear simply to parallel the “life-of-the-party” attitude of the 
performance itself, by seeming non-descript and superficial. This impression is also heightened by the 
playful drumbeat of the music and the coy inflections added by the singer. In an interview with Sirusho 
for Eurovision TV, when the reporter asked specifically about the idea behind these lyrics, the singer 
answered: 
 
                                                
18 Lyrics Archive at: http://lyrics.dainutekstai.lt/842494/eurovision-2008-armenia:-sirusho-qele-qele-let%92s-go-
let%92s-go.htm, accessed 11 June 2008. 
19 The horhovel is a genre of melismatic work song traditional to both Armenia and Georgia—where is it known as 
orovela. It was sung while plowing, and according to ethnomusicologist Ted Levin, “Singers alternated solo 
melodies, recitatives, and intoned exclamations with a drone-like refrain. The improvised solo line would be passed 
back and forth among different plowmen, and a single stanza could go on for as long as it took to plow one furrow 
(The Rustavi Choir (1989), CD liner notes).” 
20 Video at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0cW5te3J_0o&feature=related, accessed 30 March 2011. 
Eurovision performance at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GgdVEbPIO5M, accessed 30 March 2011. 
21 The Armenian d’hol is a straight-sided, double-headed, barrel drum, played with the hands. Its thin membranes 
allow for a range of tonality, great speed, and virtuosic showmanship (it is often spun while being played).  
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I wanted to make something easy and catchy which is suited for the 
Eurovision Song Contest. There is too much to worry about in the world 
today, so I just wanted to distract everyone from that fact for three 
minutes.22  
  
I would argue, however, that the song’s catchy emptiness is deceptive. On the one hand, the performance 
celebrates Armenian-ness, but on the other, it serves to strengthen the stereotypical exoticism of “the 
East” in relation to “the West.” Who, other than her largely European audience, is the “you” constantly 
being addressed by Sirusho as she sings, “Instead of watching me, you should be reaching me? Is she not, 
at that moment, the focus of Europe’s visual and aural attention? Is she then asking Europe to reach out 
and include Armenia within its popular, cultural, and political circle?  
 Just as Kurtskaya physically embodied the message conveyed through Georgia’s song, Sirusho 
seems to metaphorically and even orientalistically embody the Armenian nation as a female courting the 
attention of the neighboring countries of Europe and the participating international community. The 
choreography designed for Armenia’s official music video of this song is compelling in this regard. In it, 
Sirusho at times dances in the center of a circle formed by a group of black-garbed male drummers, who 
each face away from her as they play. At other times, she is dancing on top of a huge mock-drum, around 
the sides of which the same men face her, beating upon the edges with their hands. If we conflate Sirusho, 
temporarily, with the Republic of Armenia, and her male dancers and drummers with the wider European, 
and even international, community, it appears that Armenia alternates between feeling ignored and 
exoticized. The message is further complicated by text that refers to conflict and the ripeness of time. 
Who is the singer addressing with the lines, “time is reaching [its] height, you should make it right, to end 
our fight, just hold me tight”? Yes, Armenia is looking for European acceptance, but these lines more 
pointedly bring to mind the nation’s “fight” with Turkey, over recognition and apologies for the 
Armenian genocide, and with Azerbaijan, over the region of Karabakh. 
 To conclude this Eurovision case study, let me add the following. It is curious, given the range of 
choices available to each of these countries in terms of performer, music, costume, stage design, 
                                                
22 http://www.eurovision.tv/page/interviews-2008?id=971, accessed 3 August 2008. 
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choreography, and lyrics, that there would be such thematic similarity within the lyrics of these three 
songs. I find it encouraging for the South Caucasus region and its prospects for improved internal 
relations. Each song independently addressed the issue of conflict: Georgia, through optimistically 
appealing to mankind’s higher nature, and at turns accusing or encouraging the contest audience; 
Azerbaijan, through prospects of doom and damnation, and the encouragement of the transformation and 
triumph over self; and Armenia, contrastingly, hoping to make everything better with a flirtatious grin, 
swing of the hips, and an energetic “let’s just get over it” attitude—while, nonetheless, wrapping its 
performance in a musically nationalistic package that would not be lost on its neighbors. The point is not 
the potential of any one of these techniques as a real political strategy, but that Eurovision is a fantasy 
world, and each country is at liberty to dream its own dreams.    
 The symbolic embodiment of nation in these cases, uniquely enacted through the performance of 
each contestant piece, offers an opportunity to assess the self-perception of each state and its self-
perceived relations with others. Viewed from a wider perspective, Eurovision can claim a rightful place in 
the study of the larger effort being put forth by Eurasian countries to introduce and establish their 
identities in the international arena. The contest stage allows them to project with just as much volume as 
every other national participant, through shared microphones and state-of-the-art sound systems. It is a 
rare opportunity, given their relative size and youth in the world of contemporary international politics.  
 In this chapter I presented three case studies demonstrating ways in which Azerbaijan, in 
particular, and Armenia and Georgia, in comparison, are promoting themselves outside of Eurasia through 
the concerted and exclusive use, or non-use, of certain musical instruments and musical genres. In each of 
these cases, the main direction of focus has been the European continent, and beyond that, an imaginary 
“Europe” within which they already consider themselves participants. In the final chapter of this 
dissertation the geographical focus moves overseas to the USA, where the sound of the balaban has 
arrived disembodied from its shell. In this new environment of American media, the instrument’s sound 
has been separated from its body, as well as from its cultural and regional contexts. Far from untangling 
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its layered semiotic value within the Caucasus, the balaban is being invested with a new set of semiotic 
baggage, the contents of which include a disturbing preoccupation with Middle Eastern stereotypes.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 
The Trafficking of Timbre 
 
 
What is significant about the adoption of alien objects—as of alien ideas—is not 
the fact that they are adopted, but the way they are culturally redefined and put 
to use. 
              - The Social Life of Things (Kopytoff 1986:67) 
 
 
 
Two Theoretical Pairs 
 This chapter, taken in tandem with the previous, confronts two pairs of tightly related theoretical 
concepts: currency and commodity, and circulation and trafficking. While chapter five focused on the 
transformation of musical genres, including instruments and music, into various forms of currency—both 
literal and figurative—this chapter, contrastingly, considers music as a commodity. Chapter five analyzed 
the circulation of two genres, Azerbaijani muğam and the music of the Armenian duduk, as currencies, 
illustrating parallels between the internal circulation of monetary currency and the circulation abroad of 
these musical arts, as elements of nationally directed cultural currency. The movement of these currencies 
helped to highlight the relationships between these South Caucasus nations and Europe, in particular. The 
paradox, of course, was that while the purpose of my research has been in part to demonstrate that the 
balaban is a classic and significant instrument within Azerbaijan’s traditional music culture, Armenia has 
been the country to most eagerly seize its variant, the duduk, as the gold standard of its own cultural 
currency. The reason for these choices, I argued, has been both politically-driven, via UNESCO and 
Eurovision “billboarding,” and based on historical precedent. Chapter six analyzes the movement of 
music through trafficking, as opposed to circulation, and considers its side effects. Since I am using each 
of these sets of terms in a more broad and theoretical way than is traditional, I will start by comparing 
each pair.  
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Currency versus Commodity 
 First, “currency,” in simple terms, denotes a singular unit of value that can be exchanged for a 
variety of goods, while “commodity” is the common term that comprises the unlimited number and 
variety of those goods. Currency as a theoretical concept is much broader. In an article about the 
changing face of European money, International Relations scholar Jacques Hymans lists three factors that, 
for him, attest to the value of currency as a tool for the study of identity (Hymans 2004). Each also helps 
define the attributes of currency as a theoretical concept. 
First, in contrast to the many sui generis aspects of national cultures, at 
least since the late 19th century nearly every state has undertaken the 
issue of legal tender. There is thus ample room for cross-national 
comparison. Second, . . . money must be instantly recognizable to all 
citizens, as well as internationally, and thus states have to prioritize 
particular images rather than multiplying such images ad nauseum. 
Third, unlike flags and anthems for instance, new banknotes are regularly 
issued . . . . The requirement of regular updating of banknotes means that 
their design at any one point in time reflects not mere inertia but rather a 
relatively contemporaneous, conscious choice (Hymans 2004:6–7). 
 
Hymans thus credits monetary currency with a “unique combination of universality, selectivity and 
regular updating” (Hymans 2004:7). The same holds true for the way I have conceptualized “musical 
currency” for the case studies in chapter five. First, all nations have music, thereby allowing some degree 
of cross-national comparison—albeit, to what degree has long been a debate within the field of 
ethnomusicology.1 Second, The UNESCO and Eurovision case studies showed how musical genres and 
instruments have been “prioritized” (or “billboarded”—my term) to be more internationally recognizable. 
Third, I have demonstrated how these selected musical currencies are being “updated” through conscious 
manipulation for use in new, non-traditional contexts, such as the fantasy-driven Eurovision stage. In each 
case, the musical currency is being offered in exchange for international recognition, popularity, and 
acceptance. 
                                                
1 The highly respected Alan Lomax, for example, experimented with perhaps the most extreme theory of musical 
cross-comparisons in his development of Cantometrics (1959). The theory and project were based on statistical 
analysis of vocal styles taken cross-culturally, and resulted in generalizations of culture that were just too broad to 
be considered insightful or particularly accurate.  
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 Commodities do not share in the “unique combination” that Hymans has attributed to currency. 
As for “universality,” they are most often not cross-comparable because they must first fall into similar 
categories of value or use within their own place of production and consumption.2 Once placed within 
these categories, such comparisons are often still as dissimilar as apples and durians. Secondly, far from 
being selectively prioritized, commodities flourish through variety and constant innovation. The concepts 
of commodity and currency, then, are like two overlapping circles; some aspects are shared, but others 
remain distinct. In the words of Appadurai, “the important point is that the commodity is not one kind of 
thing rather than another, but one phase in the life of some things” (Appadurai 1986:17). In other words, 
given the necessary conditions, many things can become commodities, including objects that fall under 
the definition of currency. 
 This dynamic definition of commodities is the focus of Igor Kopytoff’s essay “The Cultural 
Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in which he analyzes the creation of commodities as 
both “a cultural and cognitive process” and as “a process of becoming rather than as an all-or-nothing 
state of being” (Kopytoff 1986:64,73). He discusses the concepts of singularization and its antithesis, 
commoditization, as phases in the life of a commodity. By singularization, Kopytoff means the process of 
adapting an object to a singular use or within a singular environment different from that of its origin. 
Using human slavery as a revealing analogy, and to dislodge what he considers a recent conceptual notion 
that material objects constitute commodities, while people fall into the category of the individualized, 
Kopytoff outlines the process by which an object (human or otherwise) can move through phases of 
commoditization and singularization, becoming re-acquired or re-socialized in the process (Kopytoff 
1986:64–65).   
What we see in the career of a slave is a process of initial withdrawal 
from a given original social setting, his or her commoditization, followed 
by increasing singularization (that is, decommoditization) in the new 
setting, with the possibility of later recommoditization. As in most 
                                                
2 Igor Kopytoff refers to the idea of “commodity spheres,” citing an article by Paul Bohannan (1959) that outlines 
three such spheres of exchange among the pre-colonial Tiv of Nigeria. The issue here is that exchange within 
spheres was culturally sanctioned in terms of value and morality, while exchange across or between spheres was not 
(Kopytoff 1986:71).   
   
  177   
processes, the successive phases merge one into another (Kopytoff 
1986:65).    
 
 Another term useful to my study and used by Kopytoff in his analysis is “host group.” This is the 
environment into which a commodity, once commoditized, becomes singularized again. The process of 
insertion into a “host group” typically involves the acquisition, whether forced or natural, of a “new social 
identity” (Kopytoff 1986:65). As this chapter analyzes the timbre of the balaban/duduk as a commodity, 
its case studies will demonstrate how it has been singularized within each of three American, media-based 
“host groups.” The first case study focuses on the Hollywood music industry and the use of the duduk in 
the movie Gladiator. The second briefly analyzes a political advertisement from the 2008 U.S. 
presidential campaign that employed the balaban, and the third considers the use of the instrument in the 
science fictional TV world of Battlestar Galactica.3 Before turning to these, however, there is one more 
pair of terms to address. 
Circulation versus Trafficking 
 The concepts of circulation and trafficking have a comparable degree of overlap with the first 
pair outlined above. Just as currency can become a commodity, anything that is trafficked is in essence 
circulated. The question is, by whose agency? Marcus and Myers, the editors of The Traffic in Culture 
(1995), use the term “circulation” in their introduction to highlight the book’s collective analysis that 
“provides prospective on the ‘social life of things’ (Appadurai 1986), by putting objects and their 
identities in motion and showing their broadest paths of circulation through a diversity of contexts” 
(Marcus 1995:34). I appreciate this usage. It might even describe the structural organization of this 
dissertation, its chapters having moved more or less sequentially through ever-wider spheres of interest: 
from the balaban’s place among Azerbaijan’s other traditional wind instruments and its construction in 
the workshop; to its significance within the region, for both Azerbaijan and Armenia; and then to its use, 
or non-use, outside the region by these national actors as a means of promoting identity. Arriving here, in 
                                                
3 I have used different variant names of the instrument for the different case studies due to details and quotes related 
to each case that have thus categorized the instrument and not because of a personal choice to highlight such 
distinctions.  
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the final chapter, my study also arrives at its furthest geographical point from the South Caucasus: the 
United States of America. I would argue, in addition, that I have used the term “circulation” in just the 
way The Traffic in Culture advocates. In discussing “objects and their identities in motion,” or in my case 
“timbre and its identity in motion,” I am arguing that the “broadest path of circulation” can only be so far 
removed from the object’s traditional context and universe of meaning before it is no longer an issue of 
circulation but one of trafficking.  
 Let me explain further by way of currency. I was intrigued by a definition I found one day while 
speculating about the connections and cross-connections between these two pairs of conceptual terms. In 
an online article about money laundering, contributor Julia Layton wrote,  
A single scheme [in money trafficking] typically involves transferring 
money through several countries in order to obscure its origins. […] 
Money laundering, at its simplest, is the act of making money that comes 
from Source A look like it comes from Source B.4   
 
The case studies in this chapter address just such a set of scenarios, in which the timbre of the balaban/ 
duduk has been transplanted in such a way as to “obscure its origins” for the purpose of attributing it to a 
source of choice. Removing the connotations associated with “laundering,” the apt term indicating the 
transformation of “dirty” money into “clean” cash, this manner of movement is what I will call the 
trafficking of timbre.   
 Ethnomusicologist Steven Feld uses the concepts of “schizophonia,” as coined by composer 
Murray Schafer, and “schismogenesis,” a creation of Gregory Bateson, to elaborate on a closely related 
phenomenon. To quote Feld, “Once sounds . . . are split from their sources [schizophonia], that splitting is 
dynamically connected to escalating cycles of distorted mutuality [schismogenesis], and that mutuality to 
polarizing interpretations of meaning and value (1995:121–22).” While Murray’s term specifically refers 
to “the split between an original sound and its electro-acoustical transmission or reproduction” (Feld 
1995:97), I am focused on not only the separation of a sound from its source—by its transmission through 
various technological filters—but more particularly the separation of that sound from its original 
                                                
4 Layton, Julia. “How Money Laundering Works.” 1 June 2006. HowStuffWorks.com. 
http://www.howstuffworks.com/money-laundering.htm, accessed 5 July 2010. 
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context/environment, as well as from the visual contextual cues of its origin—the instrument body 
producing that sound. There is clearly a difference between the methods of sonic separation, but 
conceptually it is the separation that is the same. Murray was concerned with the real becoming synthetic, 
and I am dealing with a similar issue—the purposeful movement of sound—timbre, more specifically—
from its real context into a variety of synthetic ones. Bateson’s “schismogenesis” refers to patterns of 
motion, sets of regenerative circles, such that A is a stimulus for B, which in turn acts as a stimulus for A, 
et cetera (Feld 1995:103). The “circles” I am analyzing, unlike Feld’s focus on patterns of motions 
regarding the genres and phenomena of world music and world beat, are indexically regenerative. The 
sound (A) is being applied in a context (B), which informs the listener/viewer (who knows nothing about 
A) about how to understand that sound. This strengthens the reality of the context and the indexical 
connection that continues to loop. As Feld suggests above, the original meaning or value of a sound may 
shift to become its polar opposite.   
 In the case of the balaban/duduk, its distinctive timbre has moved further and further outside its 
native region and, in doing so, has also moved beyond its native contexts. As a sign, the movement of this 
sound beyond the borders of Eurasia into North America has similarly resulted in the loss and 
reassignment of many of its signifiers. Although exported as a national symbol—predominantly by 
Armenia—as the instrument and its timbre have come to the attention of others abroad, they are now 
being imported as a commodity and attributed whatever connotations and references consumers or users 
wish to attach to them. Returning then to circulation and trafficking, the main distinctions that I am 
making between them are ones of agency as well as distance from contextual realism. The word 
“trafficking” alludes strongly to the movement of things against their will (i.e., stripped of individual 
agency) or by otherwise illegal means (i.e., movement without permission). It is typically used in 
reference to drugs, exploited human beings, or black market commodities (such as illegally harvested 
Beluga caviar from the Caspian Sea). The word also connotes things that move into and out of societies 
along paths hidden from the general public or that are consumed without public knowledge of their 
background or transit history. As a result, such goods easily lose all traces of their originating place. 
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 Considering the timbre of the balaban/duduk as a trafficked commodity, then, what we are 
dealing with is a sonic “object” that is moving between phases of commoditization and reintegration 
(singularization). These phases then serve to separate that object by degrees from its originating 
contextual universe/s of meaning. Elaborating on this concept of separation as a widespread twenty-first-
century phenomenon in the world of media, film-historian Geoffrey Nowell-Smith writes:  
What we are seeing, in my opinion, is a new phase in a long process of 
commodification of cultural signifiers. There are three aspects to this. 
First there is globalization. To take the example of Mulan again. Here we 
have a story which originally belonged to China. Every Chinese school 
child knew the original poem, but outside China few people had even 
heard of it. Now it is available to all, in edulcorated form, courtesy of the 
Disney Corporation. But here the second aspect comes in, which is 
privitisation . . . . Belonging has been replaced by ownership. It may 
seem democratic that Winnie the Pooh no longer belongs exclusively to 
the English middle class; it is less democratic that his availability to a 
wider world is mediated through corporate monopoly. Thirdly, cultural 
signifiers have become almost infinitely permutable. Anything can be 
mixed with anything else (subject to the rights of private property), but 
the permutability of signifiers devalues the signs that they carry since it 
deprives them of the context which they need if they are to carry their full 
range of meanings (Nowell-Smith 2006:18, italics added). 
 
The composer Benedict Mason, authoring the foreword of Nercessian’s book on the duduk, also writes 
about the irony of today’s globalization, a process that has resulted in the acceleration of both the 
promotion and loss of diverse musical cultures. “An instrument may become extinct, its practitioners die 
out, and it may be condemned to rot in a glass case,” he posits. “At the other extreme, if it’s ‘lucky’ it 
might get picked up by Hollywood and become a star of the New Age” (Nercessian 2001:vi).  
 
             Vignette: “So, what brings you to Baku? The movie Gladiator?” 
 I am not what one would call a “movie buff.” I am not the type to catch movies while they are 
still showing in theaters, for example, unless something really special is being featured—like the return of 
the original Star Wars Trilogy—and I have made little effort to make up for my ignorance with movie 
rentals. That being said, I did not expect to shore up my knowledge of blockbuster American movies while 
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in Azerbaijan doing ethnomusicological field research. This was, nonetheless, how my attention was first 
directed toward the hit Hollywood movie “Gladiator.”  
 While my balaban teacher trained young musicians at a few different music schools in Baku, the 
numbers weren’t large. Judging also by the overall scarcity of balaban teachers, there just didn’t seem to 
be many balaban students in Baku. The few students that I saw regularly, and even occasionally shared a 
lesson with, were boys around middle school age (11–14), and I would chat with them about various 
things as time allowed. It was during one such conversation that two of these youths excitedly asked me 
one day if I had come to Baku because of the movie “Gladiator.” I replied in the negative, wondering 
how they had arrived at this assumption, and they informed me that it was because the movie featured 
their instrument. “Actually,” they clarified for me in lowered tones, “the musician is Armenian.” But it 
was their instrument just the same, they explained to me emphatically.  
 These boys seemed to take genuine pride in the publicity and the attention that had been paid to 
this American-produced movie and its “balaban”-infused soundtrack. My arrival in Baku as a lone 
American female in pursuit of lessons on an instrument, which, even in the country’s most populated city, 
seemed to keep a low profile, had evidently been read by them as a sure sign that the advertising 
generated by Hollywood had finally put them—and their instrument—on the map.  
 
An Analysis of the Duduk in Gladiator 
 Hollywood is in the business of using sound as a commodity. Instruments, timbres, harmonies—
anything that generates sound—are all prime tools in the industry of made-for-screen storytelling.5 The 
movie Gladiator was released in 2000 and quickly garnered great acclaim, both in general and for its 
music. It won five Oscars in 2001, along with being nominated for another seven including best 
music/original score. At the 2001 Golden Globe Awards the movie won again, this time in two 
categories: “best motion picture drama” and “best original score.” Recognition was similarly afforded the 
                                                
5 I remember, years ago, being fascinated to learn during a special Star Wars exhibit at my local Fine Arts Museum 
that sound engineers had used the tracing of fingers through wet macaroni and cheese to create the aural movements 
of Jabba the Hutt. 
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film at the Grammy awards with yet another nomination in the category of “best score soundtrack album 
for a motion picture, television, or other visual media.”6 
 Set in Roman times, during and just following the rule of the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius 
(A.D. 161–180), the movie chronicles the fictitious life of a Roman general, Maximus Meridias of 
Hispania,7 played by actor Russell Crowe. The viewer is thrown into the story of Maximus’s life at a time 
of political transition in Rome. After the death of Emperor Aurelius, we watch as Maximus falls from his 
position as a favored commanding general into slavery and then into captivity as a gladiator. As these 
events unfold, Maximus loses each of the things most important to him: his wife and son, his home and 
land, his freedom, and his identity. In the end, he triumphs despite these losses. At its most basic level, 
this is a story of the capacity of the human spirit, its strength portrayed visually through the character’s 
physical strength as a gladiator and its suffering represented sonically through the combined use of the 
duduk and the reed-like vocals of singer Lisa Gerrard. 
 The film and soundtrack begin with the broken phrases of a flute, and then cello, as title cards for 
the film’s producers, DreamWorks and Universal Studios, appear before the opening of the movie. These 
phrases are not melodies so much as they are strung motifs, creating an ambient musical counterpoint to 
the unexpected shades of sepia, used to replace the traditional colors of the aforementioned producer’s 
logos. As the movie’s title rolls, a sepia-toned atmospheric mist smoothes the transition. “Gladiator” 
appears from this haze in tandem with an orchestrational shift. The flute and cello drop out to introduce 
the sound of the duduk, accompanied by a guitar (no doubt a nod to the Spanish heritage of the hero) and 
a soft drone. Together with the amorphous mood of the music’s first bars, the visual mist creates an 
atmosphere of mystery and timelessness.  
 The duduk’s timbre, placed as it is at the moment the movie’s title appears, helps in evoking the 
distant past of the setting, further strengthening the notion that the story the audience is about to see is 
materializing for them from the mists of time. You will remember (from chapter four) that it is the fibrous 
                                                
6 See the Internet Movie Database, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0172495/awards, accessed 14 July 2010. 
7 http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0002127/bio, accessed 5 April 2011. 
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reed of the balaban/duduk, I hypothesize, which produces a timbre with a certain rawness and quality 
connoting ancient or more rural life to the ears of many people—a reaction that I encountered with 
frequency. Yet another scene transition leads the viewer into the film’s first pictorial setting. This second 
transition, however, is not done with the visual cues of color, but with sound. The duduk’s music, 
accented still by the guitar, carries the opening title and scene-setting paragraphs of text, eventually 
leading the viewer into a field of sun-tipped wheat. Our eyes then travel, floating across the tops of ripe 
wheat sheaths, in time with the hand of the main character, which brushes through them lightly and 
lovingly as he walks.  
 As the musical line proceeds through the second scene transition, the timbre and pitch of the 
duduk meld, nearly imperceptibly, into the voice of Lisa Gerrard. In fact, without the tracks etched into 
the compact disc and the instrumentation listed for those selections, it is all but impossible to catch the 
shift from the duduk to Gerrard’s voice in the course of these scenes. Gerrard becomes the reed, 
mimicking the instrument’s sound so closely that it must have been done by design. Because of this 
mimetic sonic juxtaposition at the very beginning of the storyline and the importance and recurrent use of 
Gerrard’s opening, duduk-like motif—conveniently labeled “the wheat” on the soundtrack—I will 
consider both of these timbral sources in analyzing the place and significance of the duduk’s sound within 
the film as a whole. 
 Given the enthusiasm of my “informants” in my first encounter with Gladiator in Baku, I admit 
that I expected to hear much more of the instrument than I actually did, once I finally saw the movie. I 
noted only two explicit uses of the duduk in the course of the film. Taken in combination with the duduk-
like vocals of Gerrard, however, a timbre which does not characterize all the vocals that she employs in 
this soundtrack, there are three uses of the duduk suited to this analysis. The sparseness of composer Hans 
Zimmer’s placement of this sound in Gladiator, oddly enough, called to mind a phrase used to improve 
my writing skills in grade school: lengthier or more descriptive words were referred to as “ten-cent 
words.” The idea was that if the average word was worth a penny, these words of higher specificity were 
of greater value in one’s ability to communicate ideas. Being of higher value, however, they also 
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necessitated proper use and a degree of restraint. In the world of sounds, I have already demonstrated that 
the timbre of the duduk is unique and highly descriptive. What this suggests is that the sparse or, rather, 
careful use of the sound of this instrument in Gladiator is but another proof of these timbral qualities.  
 It is not only that this sound has been used with care, but that the duduk sets the entire tone of the 
movie. Though its timbre is heard, or is invoked, at only three points in the storyline, each of these points 
is crucial to the propulsion and meaning of the plot. The opening, already described above, marks the first 
use. Zimmer, in an interview included among the bonus materials of the movie’s DVD, discusses his 
composition of the soundtrack and, in doing so, highlights the depth of this opening sequence. 
You hear the name of the movie—it’s called Gladiator. And then the 
first image you see is the wheat, the hand on the wheat. It’s so poetic, 
and in a way it’s music that gives you the license to be that poetic (DVD 
extras, Zimmer interview 3:35). 
 
Note Zimmer’s use of the word “hear” in reference to the visual appearance of the movie’s title. In 
addition to connecting the “poetics” of the scene with its music, he is, in essence and perhaps unwittingly, 
equating the sound of the duduk with the most important symbol of the film—its title and the label given 
the story’s hero. The image of the field of wheat in the movie’s first scene also acts as a sign, both 
iconically and indexically introducing the hero’s central desire, to finish on the battlefield and return to 
his land and family. This remains his goal throughout the movie. Maximus’s distance from this objective 
is illustrated early by the scene shift, from the opening sunlit wheat field to the reality of the wasteland 
battlefield, filled with his soldiers preparing for war. The wheat field fades as if a dream, for it is the 
battlefield that surrounds the hero as he lifts his eyes. 
 This scene sequence, in addition to revealing the central motivation of its main character, 
introduces the central dichotomy of the film: the opposition and struggle between life and death, or, as the 
film’s directors have characterized it, “the theme of mortality” (DVD commentary, 1m50s). The sunlight 
and implied warmth of the wheat field is contrasted with the overcast skies of the battlefield and the 
winter attire of the soldiers. The fullness of the wheat and its abundance contrast with the barren land on 
which the battle is about to take place, and the implied lack of sustenance from which soldiers in lengthy 
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wars often suffer. The colors suffusing these two scenes also mirror this contrast. It can be argued that the 
entire plot of the movie revolves around this opening dream of the homeland, its connection to life, 
family, and the distance the hero must travel through the course of the movie to return there—if only to 
“return” to his family amidst the Elysian Fields of the Roman afterlife. According to Gladiator’s director, 
Ridley Scott,  
There’s a very simple geometry to it all, once you look at it afterwards. 
So, you have a theme of mortality, which is “the hand.” You have later . . 
. Marcus Aurelius saying, “Tell me about your home.” And of course, 
what he [Maximus] describes as home, in fact, is the place he most likes 
to be, so, in fact, metaphorically, it’s heaven. And therefore, then, we 
were illustrating, when you see those premonitions [visions], we were, in 
fact, illustrating his home, which is the place he wanted to be 
(transcribed from DVD commentary, Scott 3m50s). 
 
Scott’s comments confirm my analysis. The opening and closing of the film, therefore, become directly 
linked through the theme of life and death, introduced at the outset of the film, and these links are 
solidified both through a similar set of images as through similar sounds. 
 The second use of the duduk occurs after Maximus arrives home—within the first third of the 
movie—to find that his villa and land have been destroyed and burned, and his wife and son murdered. 
Again, the sound of the duduk spans two scenes, but this time the timbre is first voiced by Gerrard. Her 
angelic, reed-like vocals emerge from the silence of the destruction to underscore the emotions of 
Maximus as he kneels, weeping, in front of his dead family. Her voice in this scene not only matches the 
timbral effect of the opening duduk, but also mimics its vibrato and ornaments as she sings the same 
opening melodic lines of “the wheat.” As the scene progresses, the timbral qualities of Gerrard’s vocals 
transform, losing their reediness to reveal the sound’s true source, the human voice. The difference 
between this and the opening use of this melodic material and timbre is that, while the former expressed 
the main character’s hope and yearning to return home, the return itself brings the pain of finding the 
death and destruction of all he holds most dear. The pairing of these two sets of emotions, yearning and 
the pain of loss and separation, was also analyzed in chapter three with regard to the philosophical 
construction of the balaban; while I am not claiming a universality, the parallel is uncanny given the film 
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producers’ apparent ignorance of the sound’s cultural contexts. Here, it adds to the emotional depth of the 
scenes, connecting the timbre with the separation from and then reappearance of the visual image of 
“home.”   
 Following this sorrowful scene, the screen blackens, the music stops, and we come to realize that 
Maximus, in a dead faint, has been bound and taken by a slave trader on his way to Morocco. Out of this 
scene shift comes the sound of drums and then violins, gradually building and preparing a musical 
backdrop for another entrance of the duduk. For the film, the duduk’s music was unfortunately limited to 
two short antecedent-consequent phrases.8 On the album, however, the scene-correlating tracks of 
“Sorrow” and “To Zucchabar” feed quietly one into the other, the first beginning and ending with 
Gerrard’s voice, emulating the timbre of the duduk, and the second beginning with a very emotive duduk 
solo (a solo which was cut entirely from the movie). The composer was clearly affected by and 
understood the emotional colors with which he was painting, and this fact is strengthened by his title 
choice, “Sorrow.” The treatment of these compositions on the album ties the two timbral sources of the 
voice and duduk together in the ear of the listener, but unfortunately not for the movie viewer. For the 
latter, it is only the very beginning of “Sorrow” that connects these two scenes in terms of sound quality. 
As a result, the deeper meaning is probably lost.  
 My assessment is that the scene revealing Maximus’s captivity into slavery is pivotal to the 
overall plot of the movie and that it is strengthened by the timbral choice of the duduk. Paired with the 
previous scene, the timbre highlights both the pain of being uniquely human, and the dehumanization of 
being completely stripped of identity, as a slave. As Kopytoff might say, the scene captures the 
commoditization of the main character and as such, it is the point after which Maximus begins to take on 
a new identity in a new social context—the point after which he is singularized as a gladiator. This 
opposition, between human-ness and non-identity, parallels the opposition of life and death, both in these 
                                                
8 Noticeable differences between a movie and its CD soundtrack are important because of the role the latter plays, 
first, in expanding the influence of the movie on its public; and second, because during the movie, many people may 
not have noticed the music consciously. A CD allows them to concentrate and hear connections they missed while 
distracted by the movie’s visual aspects. 
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scenes and as introduced at the very beginning of the movie. Through this mirroring, a tight indexical 
relationship is formed between representations of the movie’s overarching theme (mortality), this dual-
scene moment of character transformation, the very title of the movie, and the timbre of the duduk, 
whether generated by the instrument or through Gerrard’s manipulated vocals. 
 By the end of the film, the viewer has been conditioned to respond emotionally to the return of 
Gerrard’s duduk-like vocals when combined with visions of Maximus’s homeland and family members. 
Her voice, by this time, also semiotically keys the timbre of the duduk. The fascinating thing is that, 
whereas the first musical sequence in question started with the instrument and shifted to vocals, and 
whereas the second did the reverse, starting with Gerrard’s voice and shifting to the music of the duduk, 
the third usage is purely vocal. In essence, the inanimate nature of the duduk becomes animate, or 
personified at that point through Gerrard.  
 Together with her voice, the duduk then engenders an orchestrated set of emotions through the 
course of the movie. For this reason, even though the ear, first tricked, realizes eventually that there are 
words being sung by this “duduk,” the feelings of emotional depth, life significance, and tragic 
poignancy, each iconically and indexically connected to this particular timbre through the reality of the 
movie, are triggered to flow over the viewer. This third placement of the duduk’s timbre occurs during the 
battle between Maximus and Commodus, the hero’s personal enemy, being the former emperor’s son, 
murderer, and unlawful successor. As the battle drags on and the hero begins to drift between life and 
death, the reed-like vocals of Gerrard are heard on cue with fragmentary visions of the gates of heaven, 
which mirror the gates of Maximus’s own home orchard. It is not until he has reached them, opened them, 
and walked through into fields of wheat, from which he can see the figures of his wife and child, that 
Gerrard’s voice shifts into words and we know, as viewers, that Maximus has died.  
 A particularly interesting parallel to note, with reference to my analyses in chapters three and four 
that revealed connections between the balaban and the contested region of Nagorny Karabakh, is the way 
the duduk’s sound becomes tied into the image of land in Gladiator. The timbre begins to signify 
Maximus’s home as much as it does his dream of returning to it. As Ridley Scott (director) explains in his 
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commentary, a key thread running through the movie is the hero’s constant handling of the earth as a 
representative way of reconnecting to his homeland (3m50s). Even more than that, however, the sequence 
of scenes tied together though the duduk’s timbre through the course of the movie creates a tight bundle 
of signs, an “indexical cluster,”9 of the following: the sense of distance (territorial and temporal), tragic 
loss of home and family, and life in diaspora. Considering this bundle as a circle, entry through any one 
of these points offers equal access to the indexical whole, for which the duduk’s timbre is the key sonic 
association. Though reconstructed in Gladiator, we have already seen that this emotion laden indexical 
cluster exists for many Armenians—both in-country and of the diaspora; it is also increasingly relevant 
for Azerbaijanis, in regard to their loss of Karabakh and the displacement of its residents.  
Adopting the Exotic 
 Just because an instrument becomes noticed by Hollywood and adapted into one or more of its 
movie soundtracks,10 it does not follow that the sound will be used effectively. If used effectively, it does 
not mean that the sound has been used with a knowledge that draws from its original context and 
corresponding universe of meanings. I chose Gladiator as one example and as a case study stronger than 
others, for having found me in Baku. I have argued that the use of the duduk’s timbre augments the 
emotional depth of this movie’s story, and that this effect is achieved in part because of the timbre’s 
cultural context and relationship to human tragedy, death, the soul, love, loss, and separation from loved 
ones. Its use in the movie, however, was just as likely dictated by Gerrard’s timbral-color choice, in 
composing her own vocals. It is significant that she is listed as the composer of the track entitled, “The 
Wheat,” and as co-composer for both “Sorrow” and “Elysium,” which correspond to the three points in 
the movie that I have highlighted in this chapter.   
                                                
9 Thomas Turino, who has been key in developing aspects of Peircian semiotic theory for the field of 
ethnomusicology, defines an indexical cluster as “the repeated grouping of a set of signs such that the signs become 
indexically tied to each other in one’s experience” (Turino 2008:197n3).  
10 Blockbuster movie examples employing the sound of the duduk include: The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), 
The Crow (1994), Gladiator (2000), The Passion of the Christ (2004), The Chronicles of Narnia (2005), and The Da 
Vinci Code (2006).  
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 Additionally, in Gladiator’s accompanying film commentary the directors reveal that the pivotal, 
theme-condensing, scene of the hand brushing the wheat was actually “an afterthought,” an unplanned 
moment that was captured on the last day of filming, but which encapsulated the main thrust of the 
movie. (1m45s). Such, at times, is the magic of creating an artistic production. With regard to 
instrumentation, Hans Zimmer describes how his motivation for featuring the duduk at the point of the 
main character’s fall into slavery was due to the sudden change in the geographical location of the 
narrative.   
Once we were in Morocco, I wanted it to be really tribal, and actually 
gritty. I always wanted to use this one instrument for the Moroccan 
sequence. It’s called the duduk, which is thousands of years old 
(transcribed from DVD extras, 7m20s). 
 
Zimmer’s use of the word “tribal” connotes the exotic, and highlights quite a separation between the 
instrument’s actual context and region of origin, in relation to this composer’s own understanding of 
those cultural determinants. He might just as easily have said he wanted the sequence to be “primitive,” 
which he alludes to through his assertions that he wanted it “gritty” and that the duduk is an instrument 
“thousands of years old.” Zimmer seems to have been more interested in acquiring Gasparyan as a 
musician than in referencing anything Moroccan, however, because though Morocco has a double-reed 
wind instrument (called the ghayta), it has a flared body making it most similar to the Caucasian zurna 
and so would not have produced the same sound or personality traits as the duduk.  
 Outside the world of Hollywood’s film composers and musicians, the duduk/balaban remains 
largely inaccessible and unrecognizable in its physical form. It is only one of many sounds, however, that 
become separated from their sources in order to augment shifts in both time and reality for visual media 
audiences. In discussing a similar phenomenon with regard to Bulgarian women’s vocal polyphony, 
ethnomusicologist Donna Buchanan points out, 
It is noteworthy that the earliest “Mystery [of the Bulgarian Voices]” 
recordings left the singers’ physical identities to the listener’s fancy, for 
this focused attention on female voices divorced from human shape, thus 
firing the Western imagination in a manner analogous to the veiled 
women of some Islamic societies” (Buchanan 2007:252). 
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 An example of this vocal music can be heard in the opening theme of the TV series Xena: Warrior 
Princess (1995–2001), a series that was based on reinterpretations of Greek and Roman mythology. The 
choice of this music for the show, Buchanan explains, “extended prior associations of Bulgarian women’s 
singing with the primeval, ancient, mythical, mystical, sensual, and enigmatic transnationally” (Buchanan 
2007:256). A similar phenomenon happens to a lesser degree in Gladiator, by keeping the musical 
instrument off-screen and by using its sound to highlight moments of tribal-exoticness, daydreams, and 
the near-death hallucinations of the mythical Roman Elysium Fields. In both cases, the sound—divorced 
from its visual and cultural sources—stimulates the stereotype-infused associative imagination of its 
listeners. 
 There is, of course, a third alternative to Benedict Mason’s “extinction vs. Hollywood stardom” 
barometer of “exotic” instrument use, alluded to earlier in this chapter. An instrument can be adopted by 
harmfully manipulative “host groups” just as easily as it can be adopted by those for the sole purpose of 
innocent, though stereotypical, entertainment. These less innocuous hosts use the public’s lack of 
knowledge and lack of instrument recognition to their advantage. The danger is essentially this: 
distinctive or unique sounds, as commodities used with ignorance outside of their native contexts, are as 
vulnerable to negative types of re-socialization as they are to those less biased. 
A Bad Mix of Timbre and Politics 
 A prime example of the negative manipulation of the sound of the balaban/duduk can be found 
among the political advertisements of the 2008 American presidential election campaign. I was struck in 
particular by an advertisement, entitled “Preconditions,” of candidate John McCain, regarding foreign 
relations between the United States and the “Axis of Evil” countries—as formerly defined by then-
president G.W. Bush.11 While the “axis of evil,” according to Bush’s definition, included the countries of 
Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Syria, and Venezuela, Iran was the clear focus of the commercial. It is my belief 
that Iran was a strategic choice among the five because it is an Islamic republic. Not only has the Iranian 
                                                
11 “Preconditions,” available on YouTube at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1azQcs-8iI, posted 28 October 
2008 (last accessed 5 April 2011). 
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regime been demonized in the American media, but the American public—especially as a result of the 
September 11th attacks on home soil—has been conditioned to fear Iran and, by extension, to distrust 
Muslims.  
 “Preconditions” is about the willingness or refusal of the future US president to meet with foreign 
heads of state from the aforementioned “Axis of Evil” countries. In particular, it claims that then-
candidate Obama had stated he would be willing to meet with these leaders without preconditions. At the 
same time, the ad stresses the media-hyped precondition of President Ahmadinajad of Iran, namely his 
stated desire for the destruction of the state of Israel. The implication of the ad is that, without 
preconditions of his own, Obama would accept Iran’s preconditions—regardless of America’s 
longstanding support of Israel—which would then allow an opportunity for the two leaders to meet. This 
verbal message is backed by choreographed images and the sound of a lone balaban.    
 While the balaban was the aspect I noticed first when introduced to the TV commercial, for most 
others it seems to have melded seamlessly into the message being presented. Scanning the three thousand 
plus comments12 on the YouTube page of the “Preconditions” video, it is clear that the background music 
was not an element noticed by many people. I found only thirteen references to the music among those 
thousands, and those comments had prompted little to no response from others. Of those thirteen, five 
comments were made under the same name and, as they were all on the same theme and submitted at 
intervals between pages and pages of others’ comments, they were likely of a prodding nature rather than 
an attempt at sincerity or inquiry. Only one commentator both noticed the music and recognized the 
instrument as a duduk. A representative sampling of these thirteen comments follows: 
 
i think it is ashame [sic] mcain's [sic] campaignhas [sic] played music 
from the duduk to display “evil iran”, the duduk is a great instrument. 
(jackspro27, 2 years ago)  
 
Gosh, the jumping images along with the Arabic music in the 
background gives me a headache. Is this ad implying that Senator Obama 
                                                
12 The page has received 3,034 comments, as of 5 April 2011. These comments cover a time period that starts when 
the ad was released, ahead of the 2008 election.  
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is an “A-Rab”? After watching this ad, I can see why John McCain will 
only win the most uneducated states in the Union. (AStatePlayer, 2 years 
ago) [1 of 5 such comments made] 
 
Wow... This ad is wrong in sooo many ways and you can see how 
desperate McCain has gotten. What's up with the music, the wavy video 
and why [does McCain continue to] try making the connection that he's a 
terrorist. I bet ignorant America is eating this ad right up. (michaeldp0, 2 
years ago) 
 
This is foolish. Just as we will not stipulate preconditions to meet with 
them, we will not allow them to stipulate preconditions either. This 
commercial just preys on the ignorant and fearful. Great job using the 
ethnic music and jarring editing to tap into racial fears and prejudices! 
Just because some Americans don't like the idea of talking with “those 
people” doesn't mean we as a country should throw away our most 
powerful weapon: direct diplomacy. (thedchen89, 2 years ago)  
 
Why the shaking screen and foreign music, like as if we need to fear 
death. (Madboy00, 2 years ago) 
 
the background music is actually rather beautiful. too bad it's being used 
as a pseudo-subliminal appeal to the anti-Arab racism so common in 
America. (foreverdrone, 2 years ago)13 
 
 Encouragingly, these comments suggest that the ad’s message, complete with its music, was not 
successful in manipulating the feelings of these viewers. In actuality, however, the three thousand plus 
comments were split between Obama and McCain supporters, frequently in an argumentative back-and-
forth, and their comments often had nothing to do with the messages conveyed through the ad, so it is 
unclear how effective or ineffective the music actually was. Either way, it was certainly misleading.   
 Even coming from an educated vantage point regarding the South Caucasian balaban, the use of 
the instrument in McCain’s ad is unexpected and rather confusing, and it is highlighted as the only 
instrument in the soundtrack of a political message that is clearly trying to inspire public fear and anxiety. 
Iran and Azerbaijan share an extensive southern border, and musical cultures do not stop abruptly when 
they reach such boundaries. There are many ethnic Azerbaijanis living among the Iranian Persians in 
northern Iran, especially within the Iranian province named “Azerbaijan.” In addition, I became aware 
                                                
13 Comments culled from: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1azQcs-8iI, accessed 5 April 2011. 
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through my fieldwork that the Iranian government maintains a constant level of suspicion with regard to 
their ethnic Azeri-Iranians, and any artistic efforts they may display towards promotion of those arts as a 
means of ethnic self-determination. The fact that listeners may be hearing this instrument as “Arab” 
would just irritate the Iranian government further, as they are very proud of their nation’s rich Persian 
heritage. They are not Arab.    
 Apart from using the instrument in a way that is confusing even to those that understand its 
regional context, there are other problems with this choice of soundtrack. First, is the fact that most of the 
American public—blithely unaware of the Eurovision Song Contest—is all but completely unfamiliar 
with the balaban, duduk, and duduki. What they know of its timbre is very limited and currently consists 
of soundtrack material used to back fictitious stories set in far away places and/or in distant times, like 
Gladiator. They may recognize the sound, but they have little knowledge of its source. Freddy Gray, 
author of “Terror and the Duduk,” a short article for The American Conservative magazine online, 
actually takes the opportunity presented by this McCain ad to complain, not only about the ad, but about 
how tired he is of hearing the sound of the duduk “all over the place.” His impression, counter to mine, is 
that the popularity of the sound, with its “clash of civilizations” quality is what made it a hip-
contemporary choice for the Republican party. In Gray’s own words, 
Leaving aside the ridiculous, wrong-headed message, what’s that 
spooky-cum-mystical Arabian sound whirring away in the background? I 
believe it’s a duduk. 
 
It’s certainly a familiar noise to all of us today. In the Age On Terror, the 
duduk, a 3,000- year-old Armenian woodwind instrument, is increasingly 
played and heard all over the place. It is an ever-present backing noise in 
the mass media’s ceaseless racket about the clash of civilizations. Off the 
top of my head, I recall hearing that same reedy whine in several movies, 
including “Kingdom of Heaven”, “Rendition”, “Babel”, “Syriana” and 
even (I think) “Iron Man”. The duduk has almost replaced the oh-so-80s-
and-90s electric guitar as the cinematic sound-instrument of our time. 
And now, of course, it is used in Republican campaign ads. 
 
The duduk is employed to evoke opposite feelings. It can be either 
scary–”Watch out! Terrorists!”—or soothing—“How enchantingly 
ethnic!”—depending on context and setting. (The latter mood is often 
enhanced by an eastern woman singing “hayhahayhahahayhayhay” for 
15 minutes without taking breath.) 
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Yet isn’t the duduk really just annoying? It’s like the bagpipes, only 
worse. I wish Hollywood, and John McCain, would put their new 
favourite musical toy back in its box.14 
 
Whether or not some individuals feel the sound has become too common, the second, and larger problem 
with the instrument choice for this ad is that it isolates the exoticized Eastern allusions of the instrument’s 
timbre by linking them indexically to general Western stereotypes of the Middle East, Islam, and 
specifically terrorism—all as evidenced by Gray’s article, above. What about the fact, for example, that 
while Gray describes the duduk as Armenian, that nation is historically and proudly Christian. 
 Behind the ad’s images of then Senator Obama and Iranian President Ahmadinajad float 
background images of both historic and modern day Iran, represented first by an old yellowed map and 
then a contemporary flag of the nation. These nationalistic images are overlaid by a large pair of eyes that, 
jostled by cosmetically bad film quality, seem to peer at and challenge the viewer to hold their gaze. 
Coupled with images of military tanks and red skies, and a textual overlay—augmenting the spoken script 
of the ad—which mimics the cut-out and pasted font style iconic of ransom notes, this ad packs an 
enormous amount of subliminal messaging within its 60-second timeframe. The music itself is muğam-
like in the way it flows, unmetered, and hovers around individual pitches. Such pitch centers are used to 
anchor the melismatic streams of ornamentation that characterize the phrase structure of performance 
muğam. In this commercial, however, ornamentation is limited. Without either a steady beat or a clear 
pattern of antecedent-consequent musical phrases, the listener’s ear is held in suspense (or perhaps held 
hostage). The feeling is one of unease and is augmented by the way the balaban leaves its tonic pitch 
early in the soundtrack, only to hover persistently a minor second above it. Though the phrase eventually 
climbs above the perceived tonic to a perfect fourth (the subdominant, an important pitch in marking the 
tetrachordal structure of Middle Eastern modes), that is also where the musical line ends, without 
resolution.  
                                                
14 The American Conservative Magazine, online at: http://www.amconmag.com/blog/2008/10/30/terror-and-the-
duduk/, posted 30 October 2008, (accessed 5 April 2011). 
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 The layers of communication transmitted through this political commercial can be dissected in 
terms of musical texture, as well. Just as polyphonic texture defines the interplay of multiple lines of 
music, this ad can be analyzed as having a polyphonic texture of layered messages. The first musical line, 
or voice, is the commercial’s narrator who directs his speech to us as we watch the composed string of 
layered images. The second and third voices are the visual text that we read along with then Senator 
Obama’s spliced responses to the narrator, and the visual images that we interpret, as we comprehend the 
words spoken and visually highlighted. A fourth voice is the balaban itself, which plays constantly 
underneath the other three. Its timbre and melodious phrases act as the one continuous thread through the 
whole, disjointed, visual composition. And there is yet a fifth layer, the sound of reception static with its 
accompanying and intermittent buzz. Perhaps this last aural layer is meant to heighten the remote fear that 
Iran might try to destroy American democracy and cause the cessation of our “free” media broadcasting. 
This buzz takes the aural place of a second balaban, that would be heard playing the dәm (drone) and 
doubling the timbre of the main instrument in its proper cultural context, but which is otherwise missing 
from the ad. From a strictly analytical perspective, not only are the images jarring—both literally and 
figuratively—the aural combination of the balaban and accompanying static do not mesh in terms of 
timbre or harmony. Altogether, these aspects create a disconcerting visual and aural envelope within 
which the main verbal and visual text of the ad are delivered. It is in the realm of emotions, instead, that 
everything suddenly melds, and the timbre of the balaban becomes successfully interwoven with the 
fearful text and images of “the enemy,” war, and destruction.  
 As previously stated, McCain’s political advertisement demonstrates the trafficking of the 
balaban’s timbre in a way that contributes dangerously to Western sonic stereotypes of “the East,” 
Middle East, and Islam. As such, it acts as negative public conditioning. Such stereotypical uses of 
isolated sounds not only damage our collective understanding of the Middle East, but cue troubling 
human emotional responses, such as apprehension and fear, which are also a result of that ignorance. 
Entrenching sonic stereotypes also negatively affects our respect for, and understanding of, the musical 
instruments that are so used for their distinctive timbres.  
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Battlestar Galactica and the Art of Sonic Conditioning   
The sounds of certain timbres, of patterns of melody or harmony, or of 
groups of instruments do not have absolute meaning in themselves. Their 
meanings are assigned to them by society: an instrument of joy in one 
society may be an instrument of sorrow in another. Until is has been 
proven to the contrary, there is no reason to assume that even the rise or 
fall of intervals will have similar affects on people reared in different 
cultural traditions. The existence of learned responses in any culture 
enables a composer to communicate with music by skillfully employing 
culturally significant sounds together or in juxtaposition (Blacking 
1995:41).  
   
 
 When I first took note of the sonic use of the duduk/balaban in the 2004 science fiction series 
Battlestar Galactica, it was due to a first-glance understanding of the nature of the story.15 It seemed 
clear. A small band of humans had become refugees on starships, without a planet or place to call home 
due to the unconscionably tragic, interplanetary massacre of the rest of the human race. The perpetrators 
were human-created robots called cylons, which had rebelled against their masters and returned, decades 
later, to destroy them. “Well, of course, they would choose to use this instrument for the show’s title 
music,” I thought. Massacres, the loss of a homeland, the fate of refugees trying to maintain their socio-
cultural “world” while on the run or in new and unfamiliar places—these all are true to the context 
surrounding the duduk in Armenia and also the balaban in Azerbaijan, as exemplified by the 2006 TV 
commemoration of the Xocalı massacre demonstrated earlier. Galactica would be a simple case study 
documenting another pointed use of the instrument’s sound, and I thought I knew why. What I discovered 
upon closer inspection, however, was something much more intriguing and unexpected.  
 Battlestar Galactica provides a surprising example of aural conditioning, and this particularly 
with respect to the duduk’s timbre. The music composed for the series soundtrack successfully trains its 
audience to understand the meaning of the instrument’s distinct sound through a string of indexical 
relationships. These relationships fall into specific categories and work to create a set of learned 
emotional responses, culturally appropriate to the science fictional universe being created for the viewer. 
                                                
15 I also thank a fellow colleague for calling my attention to this series in comments following a paper that I 
presented about the balaban and duduk, at the 2008 Midwest regional ethnomusicology conference (MIDSEM). 
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In short, the timbre of the duduk, having been commoditized (removed from its cultural context), has now 
been singularized within the “host universe” of the Galactica series, via a set of indexical relationships, to 
carry a certain set of meanings and to generate a particular set of responses. All of these responses are 
instrumental in drawing the viewer into a close relationship with the created fictional environment and its 
characters. It is this process of aural conditioning that comprises the final case study for this chapter. I 
have chosen the first season’s miniseries opener and its accompanying thirteen episodes for a detailed 
analysis of this timbre’s use.  
 As alluded to earlier in this chapter, the trafficking of objects (and sounds) involves a process of 
distancing from the object’s original contextual reality. It is, in effect, the act of making the sounds from 
context A sound as if they come from context B. In this case, context B is the world of Battlestar 
Galactica. It is curious to note that in the episodic commentary that accompanies the miniseries opener 
and various episodes, scriptwriter and producer Ronald Moore makes several revealing statements that 
demonstrate the concertedness with which the show’s science fictional context was made to seem real. 
First, he shares that it was a strategic decision to use a documentary style of filming for the production. 
The object, Moore explains, was to create the illusion of live action. The documentary style as opposed to 
a more ambiguous or omniscient perspective, for the viewer, assumes the presence of cameramen during 
the actions being recorded. This in turn creates the illusion that the events being viewed must have 
actually occurred, to be thus filmed. In addition, Moore stresses the increased use of “naturalistic” as 
opposed to “theatrical” actions, highlighting the more mundane conversations and behaviors of the actors 
as a part of this conscious decision to stress realism.16 When injuries happen to one character or another, 
for example, those wounds linger through episodes until they are healed.17 In addition, the plot avoids the 
creation of archetypal characters; instead they are human beings—deeper and more flawed.18 Couching 
the sound of the duduk within such a carefully composed environment adds weight to the indexical 
                                                
16 Ronald Moore, David Eick (producers) and Michael Rymer (director). 2005. “Miniseries.” Audio commentary. 
17 Ronald Moore. 2005. “The hand of God” (episode 10). Audio commentary. 
18 Ronald Moore. 2005. “Tigh me up, Tigh me down” (episode 9). Audio commentary. 
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connections that are introduced between the instrument and the actions and emotions occurring in this 
singular context.  
 The series is also distinctive for the ways in which it differs from its original,19 and primary 
among these is its approach towards music. The original series was produced in 1978, and while current 
reviews and comments on the internet suggest that it was quite popular at the time, it survived only one 
season. The re-imagined series, on the other hand, lasted four full seasons spanning 2004–09. 
Additionally, the fictional universe of Kobol and its twelve colonies has become a complete virtual world 
of its own, now that the series has been expanded through companionate shows like the retrospective 
(pre-cylon attack) Caprica series (2009–). While the success of the re-invented series certainly does not 
hinge on changes made to its soundtrack, it is an aspect that has definitely strengthened the power and 
salience of its plot and cast of characters. Take, for example, the original opening theme of Galactica, 
which started with a Star Trek-like vocalization of the possibilities of finding “tribes” of human life 
struggling somewhere out in the vast universe. A scant orchestration of bassoons and strings underlie the 
voice until the theme song, with Star Wars-esque heroism, begins. It is motivic: bombastic, with 
orchestral crashes, rolling drums and blaring brass, and then lyrical with romantic string passages. It is 
nothing like the quietly emotive, abstractly pensive, and expansive effect achieved through the use of the 
duduk in the more recent series. 
 The effect of the duduk was not lost on the TV audience. In fact, two versions of the Main Title 
music were composed for the series, one for the US and one for the United Kingdom, and it is apparent 
that viewers had strong opinions about which was their favorite. Though both fit the description of 
emotive, pensive and expansive, the duduk was featured only in the US version, and then only throughout 
season one. The UK version featured vocalist Raya Yarbrough chanting the “Gayatri Mantra” in Sanskrit, 
and it was the version adopted for all US broadcasts with the start of season two. Public opinion on the 
internet, regarding which better symbolized the series, was equally divided. It seems that whichever 
                                                
19 Another dramatic difference from the original was the recasting of one of the lead characters, Starbuck, as a 
female.  
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version the viewer first experienced became the more effective music for them, indexically signifying the 
plot and emotions of the series. What comments also reveal, however, is that issues related to the cultural 
“ownership” of the duduk animate even indirectly related topics, such as “favorite sci-fi title music.” It is 
reminiscent of other online, duduk/balaban-related comments and conversations that I have seen over 
time. The following exchange, quoted from YouTube comments on the US version of the Main Title, 
illustrates the emotions linked to Galactica’s score/soundtrack,  
 
 1. heres (sic) what kill (sic) the UK version...they are using an ancient 
(3000 year old) instrument in the US one called the DUDUK (armenian 
instrument)...the sound that it makes is just pure perfection...very 
haunting and deep (kamoflage 1 year ago) 
 
 2. ditto  (asianmalaysian 1 year ago) 
 
 3. L-O-L! Duduk or douduk is not an armenian instrument, a LOT of 
countries use it from ancient times. (KeitaroBG 1 year ago) 
  
 4. I vastly prefer this theme to the one found in the other seasons. I wish 
they would've kept it. Haunting, spiritual score. Very primal and human, 
wich (sic) fits the tone of the show perfectly. (aNightmaresRequiem 1 
year ago) 
  
 5. please stop yourself next time from making uneducated ignorant 
comments... the duduk was made in the Caucasus region...(currently 
armenia, georgia and unfortunately azerbaijan) the earliest duduks found 
are in armenia...other countries have what is similar to the armenian 
duduk...but not the same...   (kamoflage 1 year ago)20 
 
  In terms of music, therefore, the re-imagined Galactica struck a new chord. In fact, the drastic re-
conceptualization of the music for this series, as compared to the original and other sci-fi serials was a 
matter stressed to its composer (McCreary) along with the limitation of “no themes” over which the latter 
was worried he might lose his job (22m40s).21 A note from executive producer David Eick included in the 
                                                
20 Battlestar Galactica Season 1—Bear McCreary – Main Title (US Version) at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2VPep3zECm0&feature=related, accessed November 2010. 
21 Information from a GoogleTalks lecture (12 March 2010) by composer Bear McCreary regarding his work on the 
Battlestar Galactica series. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y2LQinFAQN4, posted 24 March 2010, (accessed 
July 2010). 
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CD soundtrack of season one directs the listeners’ attention to the importance of music in the creation of 
this series. 
From the outset, “Battlestar Galactica” was designed to be a reinvention 
of science fiction. In every category—the script, the casting, the 
direction, the cinematography, the editing, the visual effects—[executive 
producer] Ron Moore and I were looking for ways to push boundaries, 
question assumptions, and circumvent the stale trappings of the genre. 
When it came to the music, we knew we had to push hardest. Nothing 
says “Star Wars” (and its many offspring) like big, orchestral bombast. 
But with Richard Gibbs22 . . . the miniseries score captured a sparse, 
moody texture unlike anything we might associate with “space opera.” 
Taiko drums, Middle-Eastern chants, and exotic woodwinds were used 
as the spine for the overall musical aesthetic, and this unusual approach 
drove the score in directions which cut against type in every way: epic, 
yes—and yet, personal, psychological (2005). 
 
Composer Bear McCreary also commented in a GoogleTalks lecture (12 March 2010) posted online that, 
“If you think about it in comparing the new, the miniseries to the old show, the thing that is most different 
is the music” (18m15s). On his personal “Bear’s Battlestar Galactica Blog,” McCreary elaborates on the 
use of the duduk in particular, explaining the following to his fans, 
 The Battlestar Galactica score is comprised of an unusual 
assortment of instruments from around the world. While many episodes 
feature colors and themes specific to that particular storyline, there are a 
handful of instruments that have become integral to the musical tapestry 
of the entire show. Of these, the most melodic and commonly used is 
the duduk. 
 My initial concept for the score was to use instruments as ancient 
as possible, hence the heavy reliance on percussion and vocals. 
However, the Armenian duduk fits right in since it is among the world’s 
oldest wind instruments. 
 Though it is a harmonically limited instrument, a gifted player 
can coax many different textures out of it. I’m fortunate enough to work 
with Chris Bleth,23 whose work can be heard on many different film and 
television projects besides Galactica. 
 The duduk is often associated with a haunting and mournful 
sound, almost vocal in quality. I first began to experiment with it as a 
lead melodic instrument for the episode Act of Contrition [#4]. This 
memorable scene featured a funeral in the present as well as flashbacks 
to a funeral in the past. I was shocked at how quickly the timbre of the 
duduk communicated both lyrical melancholy and bittersweet sadness, 
without being overtly sentimental.  
                                                
22 Gibbs was replaced by McCreary (then assistant composer) after the miniseries and before the series production.  
23 Chris Bleth is noted not only for being a versatile and talented wind musician, but also for being Gasparyan’s first 
American student in L.A. See: http://www.araratmusiconline.com/endorse.php, accessed 10 April 2011. 
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 However, when more energy is applied to the instrument, the 
tone changes dramatically. The dark, rich texture of its lower register 
gives way to shrill piercing tones that can cut through even an arsenal of 
taiko drums. I’ve found this technique extremely useful when I have 
prolonged drum lines and need a strong solo instrument to be heard 
above the chaos.24 
 
 
 Combining my extension of Fales’ concept of timbre, as phenomenal, and Gardner’s work on 
multiple intelligences, the music written for science fiction motion pictures can be understood as a tool 
for the cultural re-education of its audience through a process of aural conditioning. It is the sound in 
combination with the experience—witnessed visually but felt emotionally, if successful—that brings 
meaning and a sense of reality to the fictional world. This is especially true in the case of science fiction, 
as its reality is purposefully manipulated to be different, and often strange, in comparison to our own. In 
fact, the best science fiction disallows logical translation, as a lack of immediate understanding takes the 
reader, or viewer, further from the reality of what he/she knows and deeper into the world created by the 
science fiction writer (Samuels 1996). In order to capture the audience’s attention, that audience must be 
successfully trained to combine and relate aural data to a new set of stimulants, responses, and 
surroundings. The resulting intelligence will only exist as such in that science-fictional world, and yet, it 
is what allows viewers to suspend their disbelief and to feel that alternate existence as a real place and a 
real set of experiences. 
 Something else also happens in the course of training an audience to understand a science 
fictional world. Writers must find a way to connect their audience to the strange through some initial 
sense of similarity. Ethnomusicologist and anthropologist David Samuels has addressed this in his 1996 
article on the uncanny parallels between science fiction and ethnographic writing. Within his discussion 
he highlights the “universal core of psychological humanity” as a trope found in each literary field 
(1996:105). 
In both genres, the alien is often constructed along fairly conventional 
lines of Western psychologism. It is the revelation of an “underlying 
                                                
24 “Instruments of Battlestar Galactica: Duduk” at: http://www.bearmccreary.com/blog/?p=42, posted 26 September 
2006, (accessed February 2011). 
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psychology” that helps the reader identify with the alien subject in both 
ethnography and science fiction, by constituting a space of common 
universal humanity within, and simultaneous with, the constitution of 
alienation (Samuels 1996:97).   
 
While I agree with Samuels, I will expand on his notion of a “common universal humanity” and suggest 
that alien-filled science fiction movies and TV shows generally fall into two categories: those that 
highlight this common humanity through the internal, emotional, ethical, and motivational sameness of 
life forms, despite their external form/appearance; and those that highlight differences in internal 
emotions and motivations, despite the similarity of a life form’s physical appearance. Battlestar Galactica 
falls into this second category. The two species sharing the series spotlight—the humans and the 
humanoid-cylons—seem exactly the same except for this “underlying psychology” of humanity. I am 
arguing, in fact, that the series revolves around the question, or dilemma, of understanding what the 
essence of humanity actually is, and of investigating why it matters.  
 My theory is strengthened by comments from Ronald Moore stating that the series was meant to 
be a commentary on humanity, and that this motivation was driven by the timing of the project, the 
writing of which started soon after the September 11 (2001) attacks on New York and Washington D.C.25 
New York Times journalist, John Hodgman, elaborates and quotes Moore on this very subject. 
“When I watched the original pilot,” Moore says, “I knew that if you did 
‘Battlestar Galactica’ again, the audience is going to feel a resonance 
with what happened on 9/11. That’s going to touch a chord whether we 
want it to or not. And it felt like there was an obligation to that. To tell it 
truthfully as best we can through this prism.” In the miniseries Moore 
wrote to introduce the new “Battlestar,” the echoes of the war on terror 
were unapologetic and frequently harrowing: what happens when an 
advanced, comfortable, secular democracy endures a devastating attack 
by an old enemy that it literally created (which enemy, in Moore’s 
version, also happens to be religious fanaticism)?26 
 
While I could further argue that this underlying motivation makes this sci-fi production more intelligent 
than most, the reason I discuss it at all is because I think the question “What is the essence of being 
human?” is being sonically highlighted by and progressively revealed through the use of the duduk’s 
                                                
25 Ronald Moore. 2005. “Miniseries.” Audio commentary.  
26 Hodgman, John. (17 July 2005) “Ron Moore's Deep Space Journey” 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/07/17/magazine/17GALACTICA.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1, accessed 6 April 2011. 
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timbre.27 What I found is that this timbre comes to the foreground of Galactica’s soundscape to punctuate 
actions, attributes, and feelings that serve to define one of these species as truly human.  
Setting Scenes with Music 
 As with an introduction to any new environment, a visitor first spends a moment looking around, 
getting a sense of the surroundings, and of what is normal and what is not. The same is true of 
Galactica’s three-hour miniseries opener. From the accompanying commentary for the series, it is clear 
that there were always meant to be subsequent episodes, and that the miniseries was just the start of 
something everyone hoped would become much bigger. Hence, the initial use of instruments and 
soundscapes can be read as introductory and as foreshadowing the story yet to come. That being said, it is 
important to note that in the case of the opening show, music was all but absent from the first hour of 
action and dialogue. Instead, the viewer was left with only ambient aural cues and was otherwise alone to 
observe and gather information visually. The context, created initially without composed music, allows its 
later use to acquire specific meaning as phrases, pitches, and timbres naturally become tied to people and 
events in the Battlestar reality. The setting of the fictional context, then, acts as a net into which the 
characters, plot, dialogue, and music fall.  
 The relative silence of the opening allows the viewer enough time to mentally weave a 
framework that will catch the elements to come. In terms of music, it means that the world being created 
has the burden of creating a cultural context within which its viewers can understand the sounds meant to 
amplify its characters, actions, and the meanings embedded within the narrative plot. Nowell-Smith 
mentions this phenomenon in his essay “Trade Wars, Culture Wars,” in which he stresses that culture is 
not synonymous with the products carrying cultural signifiers (Nowell-Smith 2006:18). In other words, 
objects move and sounds move but the network of meaning that incorporated them does not necessarily 
                                                
27 In an unexpected connection between Galactica and the material I discuss in chapter four, Hodgman also refers to 
conversations with Richard Hatch (Apollo, in the original Galactica series) in which the latter characterized the story 
in biblical terms.  
 “With all its flaws and imperfections, ‘Battlestar’ had somehow connected,” Hatch told me recently, 
 recalling the convention [1995 “Star Trek” convention, Pasedena, CA]. “I think that archetypal, very 
 powerful story—Moses and the Israelites journeying across the farthest reaches of space in search of  
 a new homeland—there’s something epic in that” (Hodgman, ibid.). 
   
  204   
follow. The environment into which such objects are transplanted—assuming, if fictitious, that it is 
complete enough—ends up incorporating them into its own webs of meaning. The goal of the series’ 
scriptwriters and producers, then, is to successfully create a thick enough web (Geertz 1973). 
  With this in mind, and the foregrounded use of the duduk in season one’s Main Title music, I 
started by listening closely for all clear uses of that instrument’s timbre and was able to organize scenes 
into three well-defined categories. The largest of these categories constituted scenes in which the duduk’s 
timbre highlighted actions demonstrating attributes of human-ness, as opposed to cylon-ness. This, as 
expressed earlier, is central to the plot of the entire series and so it is not surprising that this particular use 
of the timbre sometimes appeared multiple times in an episode. Category two consists of scenes that deal 
with the human conscience, the soul, and the spiritual and/or mystical. The important connection here is 
between the duduk’s sound and the existence of the spiritual, which includes the human soul and its 
wellbeing. The final category includes scenes related to death, parting, and loss. And now I must beg the 
reader’s indulgence. Though I will progress chronologically scene to scene within categories, the scenes 
will not necessarily move chronologically as I shift from category to category.  
Category One: What makes us Human? 
Scene Example One: Isolation 
 In the first scene under analysis (miniseries opener), Caprica, the planet on which sits the capital 
of the 12 colonies of Kobol, has come under massive attack. Two pilots in a shuttle craft have crash 
landed from the air fight above. The pilots are completing repairs when they are suddenly swarmed by a 
crowd of refugees who are fleeing the destroyed capital. Order is established. The few children in the 
crowd are rescued first by being given seats in the shuttle; three other refugees are chosen by number 
lottery to be taken from the besieged planet back to the battlestar as well. As those numbers are being 
called, however, one of the pilots (Helo) recognizes a gentleman in the throng, Dr. Gais Baltar—
considered one of the brilliant minds of Caprican society. Helo decides to sacrifice his own seat to include 
the extra passenger, explaining to co-pilot Sharon (call sign: Boomer) that “a civilian should take my 
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place . . . whatever future is left is going to depend on whoever survives. Give me one reason why I am a 
better choice than one of the greatest minds of our time” (miniseries, 1hr18m). 
 In this scene, the tragedy of the refugees, who represent only those few that the viewer knows 
will survive from Caprica, is ultimately overshadowed by the power of Helo’s sacrifice, and this shift is 
achieved through music. As Sharon, in a voice laced with abrasion, calls Baltar to take Helo’s place in the 
shuttle, the soft sound of a woodwind is heard in the background amid the sudden verbal anxiousness of 
the civilians about to be left behind. Baltar then enters the shuttle and we see glimpses through its 
windows of one of the children and Sharon taking their seats for departure. A woman’s voice subtly joins 
the atmospheric musical background and the sound of the woodwind strengthens—distinguishing itself 
as, or perhaps shifting into, the sound of a duduk. As the shuttle slowly lifts off the ground, blowing grass 
and dust into the cowering crowd, the female voice (accompanied by strings) starts to climb with a feeling 
of pained yearning. The sound of the duduk can be heard, lightly, alongside these other instruments, but 
when, from the angle of the cockpit we see Sharon look down to Helo and they wave farewell to each 
other, the compositional window opens for the duduk. It completes the musical phrase, alone, as viewers 
are left in the dusty, red-tinged air of the departed craft, and in particular with Helo, as he stands outlined 
in the haze, stoically watching as the small ship leaves.  
 In the DVD’s accompanying commentary, writer and producer Ronald Moore describes this 
scene, specifically the moment in which Helo is left behind in the haze of the shuttle’s dust, as a “heroic 
moment,” and the one that secured the character’s place in the series that followed (miniseries, 1hr20m). 
The duduk punctuates Helo’s sudden isolation, his self-imposed sacrifice, as a heroic act: noble for the 
human qualities of honor and courage that it demonstrates. Later in the miniseries, the duduk is used again 
to highlight a different kind of isolation.  
 Gais Baltar, the man Helo made his sacrifice for, faces a greater and greater sense of internal 
isolation as the miniseries proceeds. His hallucinations of, and/or visitations by, Six (a female cylon) start 
to place him in the very dicey position of knowing too much to be trusted by the Galactica crew, and yet 
he is repulsed by feelings of what he fears is collusion with the cylon enemy. Baltar essentially finds 
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himself perpetually between a cylon and a hard place. Walking the corridors of the battleship, in the last 
minutes of the miniseries, Baltar is again confronted with a hallucination of Six, and she chastises him for 
using the pronoun we, by which he seems to signify his allegiance to humans, over the cylons. Six 
informs him that there may be “sleeper” cylons on the ship already, acting like humans and waiting to be 
awakened to a task, and Baltar’s retort follows her comment. “If there are cylons on this ship, we will find 
them.” “We?” Six responds in controlled surprise. And then, in a knowing voice, “You are not on their 
side, Gais.” After a long pause, Baltar asserts, in a voice of barely controlled anger, that he is, “not on 
anybody’s side” (miniseries, 2hr57m). As Gais turns his back and walks away from Six, the sound of the 
duduk enters the previously silent soundscape, as if arising from the haze of the strong emotions that still 
hang in the corridor. The verbal phrase, so emotionally inflected, is like a statement of solitude and 
together with the duduk seems to reveal the inner anguish that accompanies Baltar’s feelings of isolation. 
Together these two scenes, featuring Helo and Baltar, reveal both the nobility and the anxiety of human 
aloneness, and these qualities are translated aurally to the viewer through the sonic sign of the duduk’s 
timbre. 
Scene Example Two: Inner Struggle 
 In episode two, “Water,” an explosion that no one can explain has occurred within one section of 
the water tanks along an outer flank of the main battlestar. Small craft (raptor) pilots have been sent out to 
scout nearby planets for a source of replenishment and the calls to the brig have all been coming back 
negative. As command waits for the last raptor to report on its search for water, the scene shifts to a shot 
of the open universe. The viewer is drawn into the last craft still on the search and sees that Sharon is the 
pilot at the helm. As the camera focuses on her face the sound of a lone duduk is heard as a thin aural 
backdrop. Her co-pilot starts reporting negative scanning results from the back of the ship, and Sharon 
starts reporting the same, though her scan is suddenly reading positive. At the same moment, the duduk 
drops out of the musical texture, and is replaced by a rhythmic clicking-drumming sound (probably taiko 
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drums, a favorite of the producers28). The co-pilot, not noticing anything amiss, asks Sharon about their 
next move. As she responds, “I don’t know. I have this feeling,” the drumming stops. She asks for a 
second scan of the area. Again, the viewer can sense her character struggling. As the second scan is 
completed Sharon is again fighting with something internal. Focusing steadily on the flashing lights of the 
monitor in front of her that blink “H2O positive,” she finally manages to verbalize, “I’m . . . having 
trouble saying it.” There is a long moment as her finger hovers dangerously close to an explosive device 
that the viewer is shown, hidden alongside her seat, and the duduk returns to join the drumming that had 
also returned with the renewal of Sharon’s internal struggle. Both instruments cut out as Sharon suddenly 
breaks through whatever she is struggling with. It is only after the elation of the moment that she realizes 
there is the explosive device alongside her, and that it has somehow been set. The drumming returns 
briefly, augmenting the tension of the moment, until the device is discreetly defused and Sharon starts to 
breathe more easily. 
       The viewer who has seen all of season one is already aware that Sharon is a cylon (for others, my 
apologies for the “spoiler”). This episode gives the viewer the first clues that this could be the case and 
those clues are largely musical. In this particular scene, we come to understand that she is conscious of an 
internal struggle between herself and something that seems programmed inside of her to perform, or not 
perform, certain actions. This internal struggle is signaled and supported by the timbre of the duduk (the 
human signifier?), in opposition to the drums (the cylon signifier?), and in this scene they highlight a 
moment of success for the human element. It is as if this success, of something human triumphing over 
something cylon, which is both revealed and honored through the use of the duduk.  
Scene Example Three: The Cylon Dilemma 
 Episode eight, entitled “Flesh and Bone,” plays with the essence of what it means to be human, 
vis-á-vis the efforts made by cylons to seem human. The plot revolves around the capture and 
interrogation of a cylon named Leobin. The duduk is used sporadically throughout the episode, and 
                                                
28 “The producer had this really wacky idea of using taiko drums, and that was kind of all that he said. He was like, 
‘We like taiko drums’” (GoogleTalks—12 March 2010, McCreary, 17m26s).  
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particularly during the interrogation cell dialogue to pinpoint moments of “human-ness.” At one point, for 
example, Kara (call name: Starbuck), who has been given the task of interrogator, muses aloud to a 
compatriot outside the holding cell. She notes the fact that the cylon is sweating, and wonders aloud why 
it would be programmed with such seemingly irrelevant details. Enter the duduk. Again, when the captive 
cylon is first struck by the policing officer during questioning, the sound of the duduk appears in the 
background. A human would feel real pain, but the cylon?  
 One reason for using the timbre may actually be to complicate issues for the viewer. Just how 
human or non-human are these cylons? The question builds suspense. What motivates them, and what is 
their psychology if they cannot be understood as human beings are understood? Despite the perhaps 
purposeful ambiguity, the duduk points to key elements of what it means to be human: in this episode, 
namely, to feel anxiety, fear, and pain. One micro-scene of the interrogation particularly highlights what I 
term here “the cylon dilemma.” It is a dilemma that humans do not share. As Starbuck presents it to the 
captive Leobin,  
Here’s your dilemma. Turn off the pain and you feel better, but that 
makes you a machine, not a person. You see human beings can’t turn off 
their pain. Human beings have to suffer—and cry—and scream—and 
endure—because they have no choice (Episode 8, 17m). 
 
It is during the beginning of this brief monologue that the duduk again enters and remains within 
the scene’s atmospheric soundscape of string-haze and faint drumming. 
Category Two: The Spiritual World 
Scene Example One: The Confession of Sins 
 Confessions and repentance are often tied to spirituality, as are the human qualities of guilt, 
shame, and forgiveness, qualities that the cylons throughout season one are shown to lack. The use of the 
duduk in relation to these qualities indexically strengthens the power of sound to signal that elusive 
human essence that is so central to the Galactica storyline. But more than that, in the following scene 
illustrations the duduk is linked to the strength and condition of the human soul, as well as to the 
intangibility of the spiritual. 
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 Nearly two-and-a-half hours into the three-hour miniseries, there is a micro-scene that opens with 
Starbuck about to embark on a dangerous reconnaissance flight mission. She is already sitting within her 
aircraft, with the cockpit cover still open, getting last minute instructions and advice from Lee Adama, the 
flight chief (call sign: Apollo). By this time in the miniseries the viewer has learned of the close-knit 
relationship between Apollo and Starbuck, and between Starbuck and Commander Adama, Apollo’s 
father. It is as if they are all members of the same family; there is love just as there is tension. Part of this 
tension stems from the premature death of Adama’s second son, and the fact that it involves a secret to 
which only Starbuck is privy: she feels responsible for his accident.   
 In this scene, just before Starbuck puts on her flight helmet and the aircraft’s hood is slid shut, 
there is a pause. She calls to Apollo, who had already turned to leave, and abruptly starts to explain that 
she was the reason behind his brother’s death. When he asks why she is telling him all this now, her 
response is the following, “It’s the end of the world, Lee. I thought I should confess my sins.” That is the 
end of their discussion and the end of the scene. 
 Two interesting things happen musically in this micro-scene. First of all, the scene is played out 
in complete silence until Starbuck’s final comment. Then, while a haze of string instruments enters at the 
end of the statement, “It’s the end of the world,” it is not until the comment, “I thought I should confess 
my sins” that we hear a distinct musical phrase, and it is that of a solo duduk. 
Scene Example Two: The Soul’s Conscience 
 I return now to episode eight, “Flesh and Bone,” an episode that seemed to revolve around 
making the audience wonder whether or not the cylons—with all their other physiological similarities to 
humans—were human enough, ultimately, to have souls. At this point in the series, the cylons appear to 
have been programmed into thinking that they do. 
 In this episode, and as described in an earlier scene example, Starbuck has been given the 
uncomfortable job of interrogating the captured cylon, Leobin. Part of her discomfort stems from 
knowing that the creature in front of her is a machine, though she observes that in every physical way the 
creature seems human. It sweats. It claims hunger and eats as though ravenous. It also claims to know the 
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future, offering tidbits to provoke Kara during the questioning. Despite the human role-playing, the only 
genuine fear or weakness on the part of the cylon seems to be an apprehension with regard to its own 
soul. As Kara explains it to the colonies’ president, “He’s not afraid to die. He’s just afraid his soul won’t 
make it to God.” 
 Nearing the end of the episode, the president interrupts the interrogation, putting it to an end. She 
ultimately offers the cylon a chance to end their conflict though an act of mutual trust, but the result finds 
the cylon escorted to an airlock, from which he will be released into space. As Leobin stands there, his 
face void of readable emotion, he puts one hand on the glass divider and Kara is compelled to approach 
the glass from the other side. As she looks into the cylon’s face and slowly places her hand opposite his 
on the glass, her movements are accompanied by the light sounds of instruments, including a duduk. 
These sounds end abruptly, however, as Leobin suddenly drops both his eyes and his hand from Kara’s, 
from what may be an inability to connect with her wondering sympathy—a uniquely human quality. 
 It is clear from these incidents that Kara’s sense of humanity has been ruffled, and in the next 
scene we see her in the barracks, taking and unwrapping a special cloth bundle from inside her clothes 
locker. The fabric falls open revealing two metal-worked figurines, and as Kara starts to lift them from 
their resting places, the melody of a solo duduk cuts into the scene. Taking one in each hand, and holding 
them steady in front of her, she prays solemnly, “Lords of Kobol, hear my prayer. I don’t know if he had 
a soul or not, but if he did, take care of it.” As the scene fades, the instrumental haze into which the timbre 
of the duduk had melded fades as well.   
Scene Example Three: Spirituality and Prophecy 
 Episode ten, “The Hand of God,” introduces a new plotline to the Galactica series, that of 
prophecy. While earlier episodes have scripted characters’ speculations about fate, this show opens, pre-
credits, with a scene of the president (character Laura Roslin) experiencing a vivid hallucination. During a 
meeting with the press, she is startled to see snakes amassed on her podium. They curl around her 
microphones and lay, tangled, atop her hands. The distraction of their proximity and the noise of their 
hissing cause her to end the meeting abruptly.  
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 Later in the episode the scene of hallucination is revisited as the president consults with a mystic. 
As the details of Laura’s vision are revealed, specifically at the mention of snakes, the sound of a lone 
duduk (as in so many scenes before) quietly emerges from a backdrop of silence. There is a pause as the 
mystic considers the weight of what she has just heard. What we learn next is that there are prophecies 
recorded in a certain Oracle of Pithia that tell of an exiled band of humans. A leader would be anointed to 
take them to a new homeland and this leader would be given a vision of twelve serpents, matching what 
Laura had just detailed. The mystic then goes on the say that this leader would also have a “wasting 
disease” which, in her mind then, excludes the president from among those that might fulfill the 
prophecy. While we are privy, as viewers, to the fact that the president has been diagnosed with a 
terminal form of cancer, the mystic is not. For her, in this scene, it is the symbol of the snakes that is 
important in reference to the prophecy and it is this detail that is highlighted through the use of the duduk. 
Just as the human soul is an essence that is neither tangible nor understood, prophecy reveals cosmic 
movements that are usually neither tangible nor understood. In each of these cases, the duduk is 
highlighting a spiritual component of the physical world.     
Category Three: Memories and Loss 
Scene Example One: Lost, and Found? 
 This last category of analysis, like the previous, deals with the intangible—in this case memories. 
In episode one of the series, entitled “33,” there is a scene that focuses on one of the Galactica corridors, 
its walls awkwardly covered in personal family photographs and written notes. The cylons’ first attack 
has ended and the human population, now scattered among tens of large spaceships, is on the run. While 
the situation remains tense, there is finally time to assess the damage and start accounting for those who 
have survived and those who are lost or have perished.  
 As the scene opens, there is, again, no music. We are following one of the command deck staff as 
she tries to learn news of a loved one from the planet-colony Sagitarron. In the process, she offers a photo 
for broadcast or to otherwise aid the missing-person search, but she is directed, instead, to consider 
mounting it along the corridor, in collection with so many hundreds of others. As we see her walk away, a 
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solo duduk—supported by a high-pitched string drone and accompanied by a second, moving bass line of 
lower-pitched strings—plays a melodic line that seems to both capture the character’s mixed feelings of 
despair and hope and speak to the viewer, claiming the relic-filled corridor as a human space of hovering 
memories. The scene ends with the fading tones of the duduk, as the crewmember, Colleen, remains 
standing at the far end of the corridor, surrounded and likely overwhelmed by the memories around her. 
Scene Example Two: Buried Memories 
 Finally, throughout the entire episode of “Act of Contrition” (episode four), the sound of the 
duduk is periodically employed to transition between real time actions and directly related or parallel 
memories. Kara (Starbuck) is the character of focus in this episode, and much of what the audience learns 
of her past is shown through her recollection of a series of deeply emotional events.  
 The episode opens with a real-time, accidental but deadly explosion on the flight hanger deck, 
leading to scenes of the funerary services for the thirteen pilots killed. As those services begin and Kara 
stands with the other pilots and commanding officials, she starts to move back-and-forth between the 
present and memories of her past. As fragment follows fragment between these two realities, and the 
parallels between them increase, the strength of the duduk and its prominence among the other 
instruments of the soundtrack also starts to grow (episode 4, 9m). Kara had been a flight instructor on 
Caprica and one of her students had been Commander Adama’s second son, Jack. The two fell in love, 
became engaged, and with graduation approaching Kara was torn between her affections and a realization 
that Jack did not have the flight skills required to graduate. She gave him a “pass” on his final piloting 
exams, and he perished soon after in a flight accident.       
 Following the episode’s real-time funerary services, Kara has a conversation with Commander 
Adama during which she remembers her talk with Lee (Apollo)—when she had confessed to feeling 
responsible for his brother’s death (13m). In another scene she is playing a round of cards with 
colleagues, but because of the recent funerary services, she is continually distracted by memories of Jack 
and her conversations with him regarding the passing of his exams. She ends the card-playing scene by 
abruptly folding her hand and leaving the table (15m). Fifteen minutes further into the episode, Kara is 
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alone in her barracks, staring into a photo, and is again confronted with memories of her fiancé (30m). A 
very powerful and emotional scene, again with Commander Adama, results in a further flood of memories 
for her (33m). Accompanying each of these fragmented scenes is the sound of the duduk, aiding the 
separation of these dizzying transitions and bringing to life the emotional depth and presence of Kara’s 
memories. 
 As a secondary note, the timbre of the duduk in this episode can also be explained as highlighting 
the emotion of love. Kara and Jack were engaged to be married, before the latter’s untimely death 
Therefore, it can also be considered a sound signifying the tragedy of losing someone beloved. The layers 
of this timbre’s sonic meaning, through this type of semiotic “snowballing”29 become doubled and tripled 
in these two episodic examples, which layer memory with love and loss.   
Summarizing Thoughts 
 The case studies in this chapter address the phenomenon of how meanings become semiotically 
re-assigned to the balaban/duduk’s timbre once exported outside its original cultural and contextual 
environments. The point is not necessarily to show how similar or how distant those meanings are from 
those of the sound’s origins, but rather to analyze the way in which they become redefined and utilized by 
a new “host.” I refer back to the quote from Kopytoff that opened this chapter. 
What is significant about the adoption of alien objects—as of alien 
ideas—is not the fact that they are adopted, but the way they are 
culturally redefined and put to use (Kopytoff 1986:67). 
 
I have used a set of descriptive terms throughout my analyses borrowed from semiotic theory. Terms such 
as icon and index have helped me further define this instrument’s timbre as a multivalent sign. Such 
semiotic concepts have also aided my understanding of the associative networking, layering, and cross-
tying of meaning that I have uncovered and sought to illustrate with regard to this timbre. As a way to 
summarize my analysis of this chapter’s three case studies, I have created a graph organizing and 
deconstructing the sign interrelationships found in each (Figure 6.1).  
                                                
29 “Snowballing” is Turino’s term for the potential of some indexical signs to “collect new associational meanings 
while retaining earlier associations” (Turino 2008:146).  
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 The graph displays two hierarchies of associative connections. In the upper tier, I have identified 
larger networks of meaning specific to each of the three productions indicated at the top of the chart. I 
conceptualize each production-specific network as a cluster bundle, a term I have crafted to describe, as it 
suggests, a higher-order bundling of indexical clusters that resonate with each other through interrelated 
meaning. Each of the three cluster bundles share the property of being triggered by the same sign—the 
timbre of the balaban/duduk—and I have indicated each by Roman numeral. Within this upper tier of the 
graph, I also indicate the indexical clusters that I perceive as comprising each cluster bundle; for ease of 
understanding, I have given each of these indexical clusters a brief descriptive title and have assigned 
each a letter. In the graph’s second tier, these indexical clusters, labeled similarly, are deconstructed into 
their component relationships, indicating how the instrument’s timbre signifies meaning at this more 
detailed analytical level. The lower tier of the graph, therefore, is an elaboration of the upper.  
 It should be clarified that some of the relationships within the highlighted indexical clusters are 
indexical, some are iconic, and some rely on symbols. As elucidated by Turino, indexical clusters 
“typically involve the combining of iconic, indexical, and symbolic signs to link people’s senses of the 
actual, the possible, and constructed symbolic abstractions” (2008:209). Therefore, in the graph’s lower 
level, I have indicated, following each of the indexical cluster’s components, the type of sign relationship 
that is pertinent. In the description of my case studies, I have explained how the multiple icons, indices, 
and symbols within these indexical clusters have been orchestrated (through snowballing) to relate 
indexically to each other. It is through the shared signifier, the timbre of the balaban/duduk, that the 
indexical clusters also become linked to create corresponding cluster bundles.  
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   Figure 6.1: “How Timbre has Become Trafficked as a Sign” 
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  The graph illustrates that many sign associations, as they become semiotically linked with others 
within a given cluster, also contribute to more than one cluster within a given case study, thus reinforcing 
each other and becoming bundled at a higher level of abstraction. In Gladiator, for example, the duduk 
triggers a longing for home by the linking of its sound with images of home. Those images, however, also 
trigger a feeling of sorrow (again through the use of timbre) by indicating the main character’s distance 
from that home, and later in the movie from images of its destruction (loss). In essence, then, the three 
clusters elucidated in the movie Gladiator become tied together into a bundle, in part through these 
associations signified by the duduk’s timbre.  
  Gladiator: (B) Longing + (C) Sorrow + (A) Distance 
 
The use of the balaban in the McCain ad is linked, for example, to images of the map and flag of Iran, 
keying distance, but these are also images that indicate foreign-ness, calling to mind the Iranian 
theocracy, which in turn keys stereotypes of Islamic fanaticism and exotic mysticism.  
  McCain Ad: (D) Distance + (E) Fear + (H) Religion/Mysticism 
For Battlestar Galactica, the distance keyed by the sound of the duduk is, in part, the expansive universe, 
and that also keys a sense of personal isolation and hardship, as spacecraft are continually imaged against 
the backdrop of empty space.  
  Battlestar Galactica: (I) Distance + (J) Personal Struggle 
 
By grouping associations such as these, individual sign relationships within each of these productions 
become internally cross-referenced and similarly, the meanings embedded within them. Once constructed, 
the sound of the balaban/duduk (and duduki) acts as a bundle trigger, evoking the entire unit of 
interlocking meanings via any one of its successfully employed and multi-faceted indexical clusters.  
 A significant finding made more apparent through this graph is that some indexical clusters are 
shared across case studies. Those of “distance” (A, D, and I) and “sorrow,” (C, F, and K) for example, are 
found within each of the three studies, though it is important to note that each is uniquely created through 
sign relationships particular to its respective production. In the case of the “distance” cluster, for example, 
the producers of Gladiator create a sense of temporal antiquity from the very start, through combining the 
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use of color, atmospheric blurring, and the timbre of the duduk. Geographic distance is also indicated 
through the images of foreign landscapes and atypical attire, attire which also keys temporal distance 
from the present time of the viewer. The McCain ad was created to express distance in terms of territory 
as well, but stresses the concept of distance through difference, via “other-ness” or foreign-ness, with the 
duduk becoming integral to that mix of signs. In Battlestar Galactica, like the previous two productions, 
distance is demonstrated in a geographical sense, but its clusters are tweaked to also key a sense of future, 
through images of space crafts and advanced robotics in combination, again, with the timbre of the duduk. 
It is phenomena such as the networking of indexical clusters within a single production, and this semiotic 
cross-referencing between media production case studies, which become central to the trafficking of this 
double-reed instrument’s timbre.     
 While the graph divides and categorizes different types of signs (icons, indices, symbols) as they 
become indexical clusters, and as those clusters become bundles, it must be noted that these processes of 
meaning-making do not fit neatly into sharply defined and completely objective categories or terms. The 
connections that I have shown are subjective, having been made through my own observations, research, 
and analysis. In other words, it must be stressed that the processes by which meaning is created are 
notoriously individual. Still, my analyses are based upon multiple social observations and factual data in 
tandem with my own personal retrospection and, therefore, I trust I have expanded, for others, an 
understanding of the topics at hand. 
   Beyond an understanding of the “how,” these case studies demonstrate that both within 
the world of fantasy and science fiction and outside it—in the real world of media politics—a 
meaningful singularization of timbre is occurring and that this process is even being purposefully 
manipulated. It highlights a danger that I have already argued: namely, that the Caucasus’s 
geopolitical situation is such that the conscious manipulation of semiotically loaded objects of 
feeling has the power to cause debilitating real-world effects, both within and outside the region.  
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EPILOGUE 
 
 
 
 This dissertation is about the power of sound, how sound influences and is influenced by 
emotion, how emotion influences national politics, and how those politics spill over into international and 
intercultural relations. In this context, I have focused on the sound of the South Caucasus’s double-reed 
triplets, the balaban, duduk, and duduki, and demonstrated their multi-layered social and political 
significance. Through the course of six chapters this instrument-in-triplicate has been organologically 
classified, socially and anthropologically analyzed, and followed from its region of origin to venues 
abroad. At each turn I have demonstrated how it was connected—in both Azerbaijan and Armenia—to 
particular emotions as well as to the national narratives of these countries. In the case studies of chapter 
five the instrument’s timbre was specifically evaluated as a marker of national identity for Armenia, and 
both this sound and the aural and visual trappings of muğam (for Azerbaijan) were examined as units of 
cultural currency (commodities). Finally, in chapter six the use of the instrument’s timbre in three 
American media productions was considered in relation to the issue of trafficking.  
 While the larger analytical frame of this dissertation has been the dynamic interfacing of musical 
sound and regional geopolitics from the vantage point of Azerbaijan, my study might also be 
conceptualized as a “sound biography” of the balaban. As Kopytoff has suggested,  
We accept that every person has many biographies—psychological, 
professional, political, familial, economic and so forth—each of which 
selects some aspects of the life history and discards others. Biographies 
of things cannot but be similarly partial (Kopytoff 1986:68).  
 
Kopytoff, Appadurai (1986), and Ahmed (2004) have all considered the value of examining objects in 
terms of the experiential dynamics of life: the first two in terms of movement in, out, and through society, 
and the last in terms of emotion. It is this component, the emotional life of an object, which ties the 
balaban most strongly to the people who value it. Emotion became central to the discussions in this 
dissertation because it was the connective thread between the significance of the physical balaban, as an 
organological object, and the effect of its timbre. 
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 In addressing this study of the balaban as a sound biography, I have examined its personality as 
expressed through timbre (chapter 2), how its sound is shared (all chapters), how it is produced (chapter 
3), the nature of its ontology, what it has come to signify (chapter 4), and finally how it has been used, 
both within and outside of its own regional contexts (chapters 5 and 6). From this angle, my narrative’s 
structure is arched, with chapter four positioned at the center as the chapter that most directly confronts 
the definition and phenomenon of timbre. The first three chapters introduce key topics and provide the 
historical, political, religious, and musical context necessary to understand the regional implications of the 
balaban’s timbre, while the final two offer case study illustrations of how this same timbre has been 
recast in contexts abroad.  
 Such a biography about the balaban might also be conceived as a study of timbre in general. 
While any distinctive timbre could be chosen for such an examination, the balaban, because of its geo-
political positioning, its multivalent ability to portray meaning and emotion, and its recognizable presence 
in an array of publicly accessible host venues, provides a particularly informative set of case studies. My 
approach toward timbre has drawn upon the basic premises of three areas of philosophy that might also 
represent new ways of conceptualizing this important dimension of sound. These areas are ontology, the 
study of the essence or existence of something, phenomenology, the study of conscious experience or the 
objective study of subjective topics (such as perceptions and emotions), and epistemology, the conceptual 
study of knowledge. What I am suggesting is that a phenomenology (or ontology) of timbre, for which 
this dissertation might represent a preliminary example, holds significant potential as a new approach to 
ethnomusicological research, one that might help us better understand and explain the complex 
connections between the essence of sound (ontological), experience (phenomenological), intelligence 
(epistemological), and sentiment. It was Peircian semiotic theory, as explicated by Terence Hawkes 
(1977) and Thomas Turino (1999, 2008), which provided the means for rethinking the connections 
between these philosophical fields and that of musical research in this study of timbre.  
 Semiotics also aided my interpretation of the many complex issues central to my analysis, 
particularly those concerning emotion. The balaban, as a multivalent sign, carries numerous associations 
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that, in my assessment, are not only emotional triggers for populations within the South Caucasus, but 
that have also become translated with uncanny similarity as this sonic sign has been trafficked across vast 
geographic distances and different media. The graph compiled for chapter six was an exercise in 
crystallizing many of these semiotic connections, and a similar, expanded graph, incorporating columns 
for Azerbaijan and Armenia, is included here (Figure E.1 on page 217). The sets of associations detailed 
in these additional columns reveal the close similarities between those emotions triggered by the timbre of 
the balaban/duduk within the Caucasus and those that I have deduced from analyzing the case studies 
presented in chapters five and six. My goal is, in part, to pinpoint the semiotic relationships (iconic, 
indexical, or symbolic) evidenced by these sets of associations and how each appears to be playing out in 
regional and transnational contexts. However, it is also important to acknowledge the limitations of my 
analysis. I am not positing that each object being signified by the timbral sign of the balaban/duduk 
always generates the same cluster of affects in each respective nation or for each perceiver within those 
nations or abroad. Rather, I am stressing that I have observed worrying trends concerning the associative 
meanings which are being triggered by the instrument’s timbre and which hold more potential for 
provoking rampant ethnic nationalism than for conflict amelioration and cross-cultural respect. 
Additional Areas of Inquiry           
 
 My study opens the door to several other areas of inquiry that await further investigation. First 
among these subjects is gender and the release of emotion in balaban performance practice. While in the 
field, I had developed a habit of asking, “Why don’t women play the balaban?” when one gentleman, a 
middle-aged music enthusiast and closet-tutekci from Gence, suggested that I was actually asking the 
wrong question. The question should be, “Why do men play the balaban?” He then proceeded to offer a 
theory that related the connection between the instrument and men to gender-specific means of expressing  
grief, such as at an Azerbaijani funeral service. When there is tragedy, pain, and sorrow, he explained, it 
is acceptable for women in Azeri society to cry and wail, but this is not so for men, who are expected to  
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Figure E.1: Composite Timbre Trafficking Graph 
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contain these emotions. The balaban, however, is like a tool for the release of these feelings, in a way that 
is for men both socially acceptable and musically valued.1 Completely intrigued by these ideas, I was 
nonetheless unable to substantiate them further. What they attest to, however, is the relationship between 
the instrument and the emotions of grief and sorrow that I have argued throughout. In addition, they 
suggest a much more significant purpose behind the Azerbaijani media’s use of the balaban to 
commemorate the Xocalı massacre. Did the sound of the instrument here become a psychological tool for 
the State? Did its use help Azerbaijan’s citizens, especially its male population, to process the tragedy and 
horror of that singular event, and perhaps also to heal?   
 A related area of research is the role of music in funerary practices of the Caucasus. This was 
another topic of interesting hearsay during my fieldwork, but one that yielded little hard data. Among 
pertinent references that I found later was a mention of rabis in Nercessian’s The Duduk and National 
Identity in Armenia (2001). The word is derived from the Russian phrase rabboche izkouztva (worker’s 
art), used to denote artists or musicians whose social position or profession is considered “low.” He 
describes how this term is currently used (though not in its derogatory sense) in Armenia for the duduk 
players (usually two) who traditionally perform at funerals (2001:53–56). 
 Another area of inquiry involves understanding the balaban and its regional counterparts in 
relation to broader folkloric references that would further reveal the instruments’ local significance. In 
this regard, I am particularly suggesting the collection of folkloric references to the apricot. Though I 
searched books of Azerbaijani folksongs, Azerbaijani and Armenian folktales, folksongs, and even 
Soviet-era Azerbaijani children’s songs, as well as having broached the subject with numerous musicians 
and other civilians about atalar sozu (“sayings of the fathers,” i.e., proverbs), jokes and idioms, I found 
relatively little to support (excepting recent cultural focus on the apricot), though nothing to disclaim, my 
understandings or the arguments presented in this manuscript. The current frequency of the fruit as an 
image for Armenia, for example, cannot be denied and begs further attention in regard to the region as a 
whole.   
                                                
1 Güloğlan (Müәllim), personal communication, 26 July 2006. 
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 Yet another path of discovery would involve a concerted effort to seek out, compile, and present 
biographical material on the half dozen or so well-known balabancis whose names I encountered during 
my fieldwork. The result would be both a fascinating read and undoubtedly, an insightful endeavor. I 
learned, for example, of a small museum in the town of Şeki (a trip I was unable to make during my 
fieldwork) dedicated to Әlәfsәr “Şәkili” Rahimov, noted especially as a zurnaci, but also talented on the 
balaban. Such biographies broach a related subject, that of dynastic musical families in Azerbaijan, a 
topic expounded upon by Naroditskaya (2003) in her own research; both Әlәfsәr’s son and grandson 
followed in his footsteps as wind musicians and—as of March 2006—the latter was in Baku studying 
balaban at the Music College.2 
 These biographical inquiries could also entail diving further into the aşıq style of balaban 
technique, and developing a greater awareness and understanding of the aşıq balabanci as a professional 
musician in his own right. This would parallel some of the work done recently by anthropologist and 
folklorist Anna Oldsfield (2008) on female aşıqs in Azerbaijan, a similarly unassuming group of 
musicians who are still very active and very important to a wider understanding of Azerbaijani music 
history and music culture. In late July 2006, Anna and I were privileged to meet with one such aşıq 
balabanci living in the town of Toyuz. Museyiv Abbasov had performed with a fellow saz aşıq in 
Moscow at a festival or conference, parts of which had been recorded with official state permission in 
1964 by ethnomusicologist Alan Lomax. In speaking with balabanci Abbasov, Anna and I learned that he 
and the second aşıq had been musical partners for years, a professional duo, and that after the latter’s 
death Abbasov had stopped playing his own instrument. He refused to play for us, as well, though we 
expressed a keen interest in hearing him perform. The emotional gravity of such a life-changing decision 
impressed me and leads me to view this entire area of research as significant. Here, again, qualities of 
emotion related to death and the loss of loved ones are raised in relation to the balaban. This case, 
however, might also illuminate much about the aşıq profession, regardless of the musician’s instrument of 
choice.   
                                                
2 Yegane (Xanim), personal communication, March 2006. 
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 Another potential topic, of narrower scope but great interest and significance, is the history 
behind the instrument workshop in Shusha. Now destroyed, I learned of it from my artisan friends in the 
Baku workshop where I spent most of my time. Evidently, it had played a central role for the Soviets 
before the eruption of the Nagorny Karabakh conflict, supplying the Caucasus Republics, as well as those 
of Central Asia, with traditional string instruments. One of the Baku artisans was born in Shusha, and he 
mentioned having been employed in this workshop for a time, where his older brother had held a 
supervisory position.3 Beyond offering specifics regarding the Soviet system of music customization and 
standardization across its southern republics, studying the workshop would strengthen an understanding 
of the importance of Shusha for Azerbaijan, as it is considered the nation’s historical center of musical 
and literary arts, and is now unavailable to them. Such research would also demonstrate the 
interconnectivity of the musical cultures throughout the Caucasus and Central Asia, and highlight the 
irony and tragedy of using the trappings of those musical cultures as elements of intraregional political 
warfare.  
 Socio-Musical Difference and Unity in the South Caucasus: Concluding Commentary  
 As alluded to in my introduction and throughout this dissertation, I maintain a keen interest in 
issues of ethnic conflict, conflict analysis, and conflict resolution. These socio-political and geopolitical 
themes helped propel my research on the balaban, even as the subject of timbre, in relation to them, 
became more and more important. While my original question, “What does the study of this instrument 
illuminate about the South Caucasus that will offer us a better understanding of the region as a whole?” 
remained the overall focus, it also prompted other questions. In particular, since I found this shared 
instrument to be an object of such geopolitical contention, I wondered what potential it might also hold 
for cross-cultural celebration or healing. As an undergraduate in Peace and Conflict Studies, I learned 
how central emotion is to conflict and its resolution. Regardless of whether the conflict is actual or 
imagined, it is felt. In addition, I contend that the field of ethnomusicology has a tremendous amount to 
offer analysts of conflict, especially conflict related to culture, ethnicity, or politics. Ethnomusicologists 
                                                
3 Mәzahir (Müәllim), personal communication, 1 July 2006. 
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have developed and practiced ways of examining and understanding the how and why behind the 
significance of music—doubtless the most emotive of social outlets and one that touches countless 
aspects of artistic, social, and political culture, the aspects often most valuable to groups in conflict.  
Therefore, an in-depth understanding of the relationship between emotion and timbre in the case of the 
balaban/duduk/duduki is clearly crucial to better understanding the cultural and political struggles that are 
currently ongoing in the South Caucasus region. 
 This instrument, as a shared “object of feeling” (Ahmed 2004) with such powerful border-
crossing timbral salience, has great potential as a tool for bringing groups in the South Caucasus together, 
just as it currently and effectively seems to push them apart. In other words, music in the South Caucasus 
has both centripetal and centrifugal properties.4  While both Azerbaijan and Armenia draw upon the 
sound of the instrument to mark aspects of their own national anguish—an emotional state related to if 
not directly perpetrated by one to the other—many aspects of this anguish are shared, just as the 
instrument and the value placed on it is shared. The present attitude of possessiveness that erupts in online 
commentary just as in the conversations I had with people in the region also points toward the powerful 
centrifugal force of this instrument and its sound. Significantly, there is also historic precedent for the 
centripetal potential of music in the Caucasus, given the shared tradition of the nomadic aşıqs (traveling 
musicians) across the region, just as the Eurovision Song Contest and other multicultural forums provide 
contemporary venues for musical interchange and mutual respect.  
 Another aspect of the shared and contested nature of this double-reed triplet is its repertory, and 
here I speak particularly of tunes such as Sarı Gәlin, which was cursorily introduced in chapter four of 
this work. It, too, has been claimed both by Azerbaijan and Armenia, among other neighboring nations. 
Writing about the music of Turkey, for example, Bates confirms that, “There is perhaps no song in 
Anatolia with a more contested meaning than “Sarı Gelin” (Armenian: Sari Gyalin). Versions of the song 
exist in the Azeri, Armenian, Kurdish and Turkish languages” (Bates 2011:103). The contestation of Sarı 
                                                
4 I thank Prof. Gabriel Solis, a member of my dissertation committee, for suggesting that I consider the sound of the 
balaban (duduk and duduki) in terms of centrifugal and centripetal potential in the region.   
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Gәlin is also particularly striking because of its direct connection to the balaban/duduk. Both from what I 
have observed and learned, this double-reed is the performance instrument of choice for this tune. I think 
it important here, therefore, to express again what a constant presence Sarı Gәlin had throughout my 
balaban training and my performances, and to consider why this was the case. The following vignette 
highlights one such performance opportunity and speaks to connections between the balaban, Sarı Gәlin, 
muğam, and the importance placed on national representation by the Azerbaijani state and large sections 
of its population. 
 
    Vignette: Music, Identity Politics, and the Ethnomusicologist on Stage 
 On 2 May 2006 I was an invited participant in a concert, sponsored by the Ministry of Education, 
of foreign student artists in Baku. I had been directed to play the balaban, and would receive a “diplom” 
(certificate of achievement) for the effort I had been making toward learning that instrument. The vice-
Minister of Education, who had attended an earlier rehearsal for this concert, had even given special 
attention to my performance by requesting two specific additions: first, could I please connect the two 
pieces of music I was playing—the folk song “Sarı Gәlin” and “Rәks,” a dance piece for balaban and 
piano by classical Azerbaijani composer Fikret Amirov—with a bridge of muğam, and second, could 
someone please put me in Azerbaijani national dress? As it happened, I had already been working with a 
local seamstress named Ira to acquire a traditional outfit. On the other front, Babaxan Müәllim 
immediately went to work adjusting my music and the frequency of my lessons, to insert a bridge passage  
of muğam Shur. 
  Unfortunately, a week before the performance my national attire was still unfinished. Zema 
Xanim, at the Milli Conservatory, kept telling me we would find a costume at the Baku Philharmonia or 
the Choreography School, but that also had not yet happened. The day of the concert, I was still without a 
national costume. I telephoned Zema, who assured me that she would make an emergency call to a 
contact and meet me at the concert hall. With the time being so short, I grabbed a back-up dress and 
some Azerbaijani-style jewelry, and then ran out the door to catch a mashrutka. When Zema found me 
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backstage, she had with her a truly terrible substitute for traditional dress. I wasn’t even going to try it 
on, but she insisted. In place of my long anticipated Azerbaijani attire: a beautiful rust-red and ochre full 
taffeta skirt, golden-colored silk blouse and fitted jacket of navy velvet (a traditional tri-color 
combination and fabric choice), I was handed an A-line, mid-calf length skirt of nubby, forest-green 
rayon and a matching, fitted, hip-length blouse that buttoned-up the back. To make matters worse, the 
slightly puffed sleeves and insert for the outfit’s low-cut square neckline had been made from a 
contrasting fabric of iridescently translucent, light peach organza. All strategic edges of the blouse had 
been lined with a costumey black-and-gold trim, giving the whole outfit an awkward style, reminiscent of 
no particular culture and completely at odds with the character of traditional Azerbaijani dress. 
Miraculously, however, everything fit like a glove (minus the sleeves, which were two inches shy of my 
wrists). I threw on the coin jewelry I had brought and, well, it was just going to have to do.  
 I was slated to be first on stage that evening, to accept my certificate from the hand of the 
Azerbaijani Minister of Education, and would appear fourth on the musical program. When it came time 
to perform, I calmly took the stage, tuned, assessed my distance from the microphone and gave Solmaz—
my piano accompanist—the signal to start the chordal accompaniment that had been improvised to fit my 
opening folk tune. My balaban’s reed had not opened enough. I thought I had given it enough time, but, 
feeling self-conscious about my attire and with my nerves on edge, I had breezed past my opportunity to 
adequately warm up the instrument. Now, it was too late.  
 Regardless of the pitch issues, as soon as I played the opening lines of Sarı Gәlin the audience 
erupted with applause. The song was a crowd favorite on the balaban. I felt myself smile a bit, but soon 
their clapping faded away and all I heard was myself, alone at the front of a huge stage and confronted 
by a completely full opera-house, an American offering a meager five-months worth of skill to an 
audience of native Azerbaijanis, a female playing an instrument traditionally played by men. Numbly, I 
played through the five-minute set, straining and cursing inside as I worked to improve my pitch and to 
keep that confounded instrument in tune. And then it was over. I bowed slowly, motioned to my 
accompanist and bowed again with her before exiting the stage to more applause. Early the next morning 
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I was on a plane back to the US for a mid-fieldwork visit. I never learned what the Minister thought of my 
“national dress,” but the experience raised significant questions in my mind about why it was so 
important to my Azerbaijani colleagues that I participate in this concert dressed in a certain way, 
performing their instrument on stage, and this song in particular. 
* * * 
A recent publication by Eliot Bates (2011), which I encountered while revising this final section 
of my dissertation for deposit, supports and supplements my own conclusions regarding the significance 
of the balaban for the region of the South Caucasus, the emotions evoked by it, and the intriguing 
connection it has with Sarı Gәlin. Bates discusses the recent social history of the song in Anatolia and its 
connection with the Armenian duduk. In explaining the song’s relationship to issues of conflict, loss, and 
tragedy, he briefly describes two war movies, each entitled “Sarı Gelin.”5 The first, produced in 1999 
following the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan over the territory of Nagorny Karabakh, is “an Azeri 
movie drama about the Armenian-Azeri military conflict and the development of an unexpected 
friendship between an Armenian and an Azeri soldier” (Bates 2011:104). The second, produced in Turkey 
in 2008, is a documentary about the 1915 conflict between the Ottoman Turks and the Armenians. 
Funded by the Turkish military, Bates explains that,  
In contrast to the Azeri film, the Turkish documentary received notoriety 
from lawsuits stemming from its gruesome images, its mandatory 
inclusion in elementary school history curricula, and a widespread 
concern that the movie would lead to continued harassment and murders 
of ethnically Armenian Turkish citizens (ibid.:104–05). 
  
 Bates also describes how the song was used as the musical backdrop for the funerary procession 
of Turkish-Armenian journalist Hrant Dink (1954–2007). The song was broadcast from a van that 
accompanied the more than one hundred thousand mourners along a five-mile march, held in Istanbul on 
January 23, 2007 (ibid.:105). Dink had been a mediating figure—perhaps not unlike the idealized Sayat 
                                                
5 The difference in spelling, Gelin versus Gәlin, is due to script differences between Turkish and Azeri. While the 
languages and script are very close in similarity, the up-side-down “e” is exclusive to the latter and is pronounced 
like the “a” in apple, or somewhere between the “a” in father and the “e” in egg.   
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Nova of the Caucasus. As a journalist and editor-in-chief of the Turkish newspaper Agos, he worked 
tirelessly to build constructive dialogue between the Armenian and Turkish communities. Sarı Gәlin, or 
Sari Gyalin, in this case, since it was sung in Armenian, was performed by the group Kardeş Türküler and 
incorporated an instrumental version of the tune played by Gasparyan on the duduk. Bates asserts that the 
song became linked to this commemorative event, amplifying the song’s associations for the Armenian 
and Turkish populations. He states, “Since that historic day, the meaning of ‘Sarı Gelin,’ a song that 
already had intense meanings, intensified even further” (ibid.:105).  
 In the case of this procession honoring Hrant Dink, a man believed to have been murdered for his 
efforts to bring people closer together, the song became a powerful centripetal tool, succeeding in the very 
task for which Dink had striven. It brought different groups of people together in solidarity. Again, in the 
words of Bates, 
The funeral march was striking due to the outpouring from numerous 
ethnic communities—Turks, Kurds, Zazas, and Armenians carried the 
same signs [“We are all Hrant Dink/We are all Armenians”], a show of 
solidarity against fascism and ethnic intolerance that targeted Hrant Dink 
(and numerous other journalists before him) (ibid.:105). 
 
 
Most striking within this newly published data is the way in which the sound of the duduk became a 
positive force, a vehicle that in this situation brought typically opposing groups of people together. It also 
illustrates that musical instruments are not the only element of music that can be investigated as shared 
and contested. Songs, too, may be investigated in this regard, providing a further avenue of inquiry and of 
greater understanding in areas of social, political, historical and ethnic relations, as well as issues of 
cultural “ownership” and the directly related subject of cultural “theft” or appropriation.6   
 In concluding, it is significant to note another reason for the particular poignancy of Sarı Gәlin. 
Though commonly played as an instrumental piece on the balaban, the text of the song is never far from 
either the musician or his listener. When you hear the tune you hear the words, as well, I remember my 
                                                
6See, for example, Fernando Rios’s “They’re Stealing Our Music: The Argentinisima Controversy, National Culture 
Boundaries, and the Rise of a Bolivian National Discourse,” currently in preparation, which considers the “blurring 
of cultural boundaries” and the appropriation of Bolivian musical practices by Argentinian  musicians in the 1960s 
and 1970s (with a focus on the Argentinian charango musician, Jaime Torres).  
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own balaban teacher once explaining. Locals told me that it is a love story, sung from the perspective of a 
young man who has lost his true love to another. In Baku the main character was described to me as a 
nomadic shepherd who, in moving with the seasons, returns to his native pastureland only to find that, in 
his absence, his love has been married off to another man. The twist, however, is that the love interest in 
the story and namesake of its title is a “yellow-haired” (or blond) damsel and, I was told, this indicates 
that she was of a different ethnicity than her love. Bates gives an additional two possibilities, suggesting 
that the difference between the lovers may have been one of geography (citing “sari” in Western 
Armenian as meaning “highlander”) or even religion (implying that from the Turkish perspective, it is a 
song of the impossible love between a Christian and a Muslim) (Bates 2011:103–04). Regardless, it is a 
song that mourns the separation of individuals who would have chosen to be united if their families, 
communities, or societies had allowed it.        
 Highlighting the ongoing issues surrounding the “ownership” of this particular song, linked as it 
is to the focal instrument of this entire study, and the connection they each have to the current geopolitical 
situation between Azerbaijan and Armenia, I leave the reader with the following news briefs from Azeri 
television, which were aired during the same month and year as the performance described in the vignette 
above.  
 
 
 
 Azeri ATV “Son Xabar” (in Azeri) news summary7  
 1530gmt, 17 May 2006 
 A book published in the Netherlands has identified an ancient 
 Azerbaijani song, Sari Galin, as an Armenian one. Video showed the 
 book. MP Qanira Pasayeva said by phone that this is part of the 
 Armenian offensive on Azerbaijan.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
7 My thanks to Jonathan Henick—who worked at the US Embassy in Baku during my fieldwork—for the 
unclassified program summaries of these news shows and the heads-up regarding their musical content (a topic I had 
discussed with him in an earlier meeting). His internet resource was the Open Source Center of the US government. 
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 Azeri Lider TV “Sada” (in Azeri) news summary 
  1600gmt, 22 May 2006 
 Baku is taking measures against the description of an Azerbaijani song as 
 Armenian in an European songbook. Minister of Culture and Tourism 
 Abulfaz Qarayev has urged the public to be active in dealing with the 
 issue. Video showed European songbook, Qarayev shown speaking to 
 reporters. 
 
 
 
 Azeri Lider TV “Sada” (in Azeri) news summary  
 1600gmt, 23 May 2006 
 A Dutch printing house which published European songbook describing 
 an Azeri song as Armenian has ruled out political motives behind the 
 incident. A spokesman for the printing house said by phone that it could 
 be a mistake and promised to reprint the book in a corrected form. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
DISCOGRAPHY 
 
 
 
Balaban Musician: Alihan Samedov 
 
Alihan Samedov Collection. cp 2004. Yasam Müzik. One compact disc. Performer: Alihan Samedov 
 (balaban) 
 
Ask Yalan. cp 2005. Dogan Music Company. Performers include: Ilham Sesan (author), Alihan Samedov 
 (balaban), Serhan Yastiman, Eylen Pelit. 
 
Balaban. cp 2001. Mega Müzik. Liner notes in Turkich and English. Performer: Alihan Samedov 
 (balaban). 
 
Balaban Türküler (Balaban 3—Turkish Folk Songs). cp 2007. Universal Music Group.  
 
Balaban 2: Sızı. cp 2002. Ozan Müzik. One compact disc. Liner notes in English. Performer: Alihan 
 Samedov (balaban).  
 
Balaban 6. cp 2006. Yeni Dünya Müzik. One compact disc. Performer: Alihan Samedov (balaban) 
 
Balaban 7. cp 2011. İREM EMRE MÜZIK/İREM Records. One compact disc.  
 
Dance From Istanbul. cp 2011. Yeni Dünya Müzik. Performers include: Suat Atesdagli, Alihan Samedov, 
 Ilker Tandogan, Yalçin Asan.  
 
Nale. cp 2004. Yasam Müzik. One compact disc. Performer: Alihan Samedov (balaban). 
  
Whispers From Arabia: The Chilled Out Sounds of the Balaban. cp 2006. EMI Arabia. One compact disc. 
 Performer: Alihan Samedov (balaban).  
 
 
 
Duduk Musician: Djivan Gasparyan 
 
Apricots from Eden. cp 1996. Traditional Crossroads. One compact disc. Notes in English by 
 Nicholas Tahmizyan. Performers: Djivan Gasparyan (duduk), Vachik Avakian (dam duduk), and 
 Levon Arshakung (d’hol). 
 
Armenian Fantasies. cp 2000. Network Germany. One compact disc. Notes by Jean Trouillet. Performers 
 include: Djivan Gasparyan (vocals, duduk), Hrachik Mouradyan (kamantcha); Gegham 
 Harutunian (ud); Hovanes Darbnyan (tar); Alvard Mnatskanyan (kanon); Arman Mnatskanyan 
 (kamani).  
 
Ask Me No Questions. cp 1994. Traditional Crossroads. One compact disc. Performer: Djivan Gasparyan 
 (duduk)   
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Black Rock. cp 1998. Real World. One compact disc. Performers include: Djivan Gasparyan (duduk), 
 Michael Brook (guitar).  
 
Doudouk. cp 1996. Hollywood Music Center. One compact disc.  
 
From the Soil. . . . cp 2003. Hollywood Music Center. One compact disc. Performer: Djivan 
 Gasparyan (duduk).  
 
Heavenly Duduk, World Network (series). cp 1999. Network Germany. Performer: Djivan 
 Gasparyan (duduk).  
 
I Will Not Be Sad in This World. cp 1989. Warner Bros. One compact disc. Notes in English. 
 Performers: Djivan Gasparian, Vachagan Avakian (duduk). 
 
Moon Shines at Night. cp 1993. Gyroscope. One compact disc. Performer: Djivan Gasparyan. 
 (duduk).  
 
Penumbra. cp 2010. CDBY. Performers: Michael Brook (guitar); Djivan Gasparyan (duduk).  
 
The Art of the Armenian Duduk. cp 2001. ARC Music. One compact disc. Notes by Diz Heller. 
 Performers: Djivan Gasparian (duduk); Mkrtich Malkhasian, Sergei Karapetian (duduk); Arutium 
 Karapetian (drums).  
 
The Art of the Duduk. cp 1998. Psycho Acoustical. One compact disc. Liner notes by Michel Bayan 
(arranger). Performer: Djivan Gasparyan (duduk). 
 
The Soul of Armenia. cp 2008. Network. Two compact discs. Performers: Djivan  Gasparian (duduk), 
 Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan (voice), Michael Brook (guitar and piano), Erken Ogur (bağlama), and 
 Andreas Vollenweider (harp).  
 
World Network, Vol. 47: Armenia. cp 1999. Network/Harmonia Mundi. One compact disc. Performer: 
 Djivan Gasparyan (duduk).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  234 
REFERENCES CITED 
 
 
 
Abasova, E.A. et al. (eds.) 1992. История Азербаиджанской Музики [History of Azerbaijani Music]. 
 Baku, [AZ]: Maarif. 
 
Abdu’l-Baha. 1982 (1922). Promulgation of Universal Peace: Talks Delivered by Abdu’l-Baha during 
 His Visit to the United States and Canada in 1912. Compiled by Howard MacNutt. Wilmette, IL: 
 Baha’i Publishing Trust. 
 
Abdullayeva, Saadet. 2000. Народный Музыкалный Инструментарый Азерьайджана,
 (музыковедческо-органологическое исследование). Baku, [AZ]: Elm. 
 
Ahmed, Sara. 2004. The Cultural Politics of Emotion. New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Akdikmen, Resuhi. 1986. Langenscheidt’s Standard Turkish Dictionary. Germany: Langenscheidt 
 Publishers, Inc., New York.  
 
Albright, Charlotte F. 1976. “The Azerbaijani Ashiq and His Performance of a Dastan.” Iranian Studies
 9(4):220–47.  
 
_______. 2002. “The Ashiq and His Music in Northwest Iran (Azerbaijan).” In The Garland 
 Encyclopedia of World Music, Vol. 6 (The Middle East), eds. Virginia Danielson, Scott Marcus,
 and Dwight Reynolds, 843–52. New York, NY: Routledge.   
 
Alibeyli, Jamil. 1998. “Shusha: Heartbeat of Karabakh.” Azerbaijan International 6(2):52–54. 
 
Aliyeva, Farah. 1997. “Music Runs in the Family: Famous Musical Families of Azerbaijan.” 
 Azerbaijan International, 5(4):38-42. 
 
Anderson, Tony. 2003. Bread and Ashes: A Walk Through the Mountains of Georgia. London: Vintage. 
 
Appadurai, Arjun (ed.). 1986. The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective. 
 Cambridge [UK]: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Arizpe, Lourdes. 1998. UN Cultured, in Letters, Anthropology Today, 14 (3):24. 
 
Asbrink, Brita. 2002. “The Nobels in Baku.” Azerbaijan International 10(2):56-59. 
 
Barks, Coleman (translator). 1997. The Essential Rumi. Translations by Barks, with Arberry, Moyne and 
 Nicholson. New Jersey: Castle Books. 
 
Bates, Eliot. 2011. Music in Turkey: Experiencing Music, Expressing Culture. New York, NY: Oxford 
 University Press.  
 
Becker, Judith. 2004. Deep Listeners: Music, Emotion and Trancing. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
 University Press.  
 
  235 
Berliner, Paul. 1981 (1978). The Soul of Mbira: Music and Traditions of the Shona People of Zimbabwe. 
 Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.   
 
Billington, James. 1999. The Face of Russia: Anguish, Aspiration, and Achievement in Russian Culture. 
 New York, NY: TV Books LLC. 
 
Bjornberg, Alf. 2007. “Return to ethnicity: The cultural significance of musical change in the Eurovision 
 Song Contest.” In A Song For Europe, 13–24. Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Co.  
 
Blacking, John. 1995. Music, Culture, and Experience: Selected Papers of John Blacking, ed. 
 Reginald Byron. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Blair, Betty. 2001. Liner Notes to Koroghlu. Classical Music of Azerbaijan vol. 6. STATOIL and 
 Azerbaijan International, AICD 1306. One compact disc. Notes in English and Azeri.  
 
_______. 2000. “20th Century Timeline: Alphabet Changes in Azerbaijan.” (graphic) Azerbaijan 
 International 8(1):11. 
 
Bohannan, Paul. 1959. “The Impact of Money on an African Subsistence Economy.” Journal of 
 Economic History 19:491–503. 
 
Bohlman, Philip. 2004. The Music of European Nationalism: Cultural Identity and Modern History. Santa 
 Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, Inc. 
 
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1993. The Field of Cultural Production. US: Columbia University Press.   
 
Buchanan, Donna (ed.). 2007. Balkan Popular Culture and the Ottoman Ecumene: Music, Image, and 
 Regional Political Discourse. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, Inc. 
 
Clarke, Simon, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson. 2006. “Applying Theory in Practice: Politics and 
 Emotions in Everyday Life.” In Emotion, Politics and Society, eds. Clarke, Hoggett and 
 Thompson, 59–69. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.  
 
_______. 2006. “Moving Forward in the Study of Emotions: Some Conclusions” In Emotion, Politics and 
 Society, eds. Clarke, Hoggett and Thompson, 162–175. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Cracraft, James. 2008. “Pictographs of Power: the 500-Ruble Note of 1912.” In Picturing Russia: 
 Explorations in Visual Culture, eds. Kivelson, Valerie and Joan Neuberger, 139–41. New 
 Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 
 
De Waal, Thomas. 2003. Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan Through Peace and War. New York, 
 NY: New York University Press.  
 
Dowsett, Charles. 1997. Sayat’-Nova: An 18th century Troubadour. Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum 
 Orientalium vol. 561. Belgium: Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium. 
 
Eco, Umberto. 1993. Misreadings. San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace and Company.  
 
 
 
  236 
Eriksen, Thomas. 2001. “Between Universalism and Relativism: A Critique of the UNESCO Concept of 
Culture.” In Culture and Rights: Anthropological Perspectives, Cowan, eds. Jane K, Marie-
Benedicte Dembour and Richard A. Wilson, 127–148. Cambridge, [UK]: Cambridge University 
Press. 
  
Fales, Cornelia. 2002. “The Paradox of Timbre.” Ethnomusicology 46(1):56-95. 
 
Faust, Miklos, Dezso Suranyi, and Ferenc Nyujto. 1998. “Origin and Dissemination of Apricot.” 
 Horticultural Reviews 22:225–66. New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons, Inc. 
 
Feld, Steven. 1995. “From Schizophonia to Schismogenesis: The Discourses and Practices of World 
 Music and World Beat.” In The Traffic in Culture. eds. Marcus, George and Fred Myers, 97–126. 
 Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 
   
_______. 1982. Sound and Sentiment: Birds, Weeping, Poetics and Song in Kaluli Expression. 
 Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
 
Friedlander, Shems. 2003. Rumi and the Whirling Dervishes. New York, NY: Parabola Books.   
 
Gardner, Howard. 1999. Intelligence Reframed. New York, NY: Basic Books. 
 
_______. 1993. Multiple Intelligences: The Theory in Practice. New York, NY. Basic Books. 
 
_______. 1983. Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences. New York, NY. Basic Books. 
 
The Garland Encyclopedia of World Music. 2002. Vol. 6 (The Middle East), eds. Virginia Danielson, 
 Scott Marcus, and Dwight Reynolds. New York, NY: Routledge.   
 
Geertz, Clifford. 1973. The Interpretation of Cultures. New York, NY: Basic Books. 
 
Goleman, Daniel. 1995. Emotional Intelligence. New York, NY: Bantam Dell. 
 
Goltz, Thomas. 1998. Azerbaijan Diary: A Rogue Reporter’s Adventures in an Oil-Rich, War-Torn, Post-
 Soviet Republic. Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, Inc. 
 
Goydke, K .N., E. Altenmuller, J. Moller, and T. F. Munte. 2004. “Changes in Emotional Tone and 
 Instrumental Timbre are Reflected by the Mismatch Negativity” Cognitive Brain Research (1 
 November) Digital format: Elsevier.  
 
Grey, John. 1977. “Multidimensional Perceptual Scaling of Musical Timbres” Journal of the Acoustical 
 Society for America 61(5):1270–77. 
 
Hajibeyov, Uzeir. 2002. Arshin Mal Alan (The Cloth Peddler). Script translation and introduction by 
 Seyran Aghabayav. Baku, [AZ]: Azerbaijan University Publishers. 
 
Harris, Cyril M. 1989. “Harry F. Olson.” Biographical Memoir, 407–423. Washington D.C.: National 
 Academy of Sciences.   
 
Hartman, Nanna. 2002. “Azeri Music Abroad: Azerbaijani Ashugs Perform in Europe.” Azerbaijan 
 International 10(1):58–59. 
 
  237 
Harvey, Sylvia. 2006. “Introduction: Trading culture in the era of the cultural industries.” In Trading
 Culture: Global Traffic and Local Cultures in Film and Television, ed. Sylvia Harvey, 1–10.  
 Eastleigh, [UK]: John Libbey Publishing. 
 
Hawkes, Terence. 1977.  Structuralism and Semiotics. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.  
 
Hobsbawm, Eric and Terence Ranger (eds.). The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge, [UK]: Cambridge 
 University Press. 
 
Hoogasian-Villa, Susie (ed.). 1966. 100 Armenian Tales and Their Folkloric Relevance. Detroit, MI: 
 Wayne State University Press. 
 
Hoover, Kenneth. 1997. The Power of Identity: Politics in a New Key, with James Marcia & Kristen 
 Parris. Chatham: Chatham House Publishers, Inc. 
 
Hosking, Geoffrey. 2001. Russia and the Russians: A History. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
 Press. 
 
Hymans, Jacques. 2004. “The Changing Color of Money: European Currency Iconography and Collective 
 Identity.” European Journal of International Relations 10(1): 5–31. 
 
Jackson, Williams A.V. 1899. Zoroaster: The Prophet of Ancient Iran. London, [UK]: Macmillan and 
 Co., Ltd., for Columbia University Press. 
 
Jasper, James. 2006. “Emotions and the Microfoundations of Politics: Rethinking End and Means.” In 
 Emotion, Politics and Society, eds. Simon Clarke, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson, 14–30. 
 New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.  
 
Kartomi, Margaret. 1990. On Concepts and Classifications of Musical Instruments. Chicago: University 
 of Chicago Press.  
 
Keldish, G.V. (ed.). 1990. Музыкальный Энциклопедический Словарь (The Russian Musical 
 Encyclopedic Dictionary). Moscow [RU]: Научно-редакионный советская издательства.    
 
Keldish, Y.V. (ed.). 1973. Музыкальная Энциклопедия (Musical Encyclopedia). Moscow [RU]: 
 Издательства «советская энциклопедия» 
 
Kerimov, Majnun. 2003. Azerbaycan Musiqi Aletleri (The Azerbaijan Musical Instruments). Trilingual: 
 Azeri, English, Russian. Baku, [AZ]: Yeni Nesil Publishing House. 
 
Khalilov, Imran. 1995. Fizuli’s World in Pictures. Baku, [AZ]: Publishing-Poligraphy Union. 
 
Khalilov, Ramazan. 1997. “Leyla and Majnun—90th Jubilee:The Opera that Shaped the Music of  a 
 Nation.” Azerbaijan International 5(4): 25, 75. 
 
King, Charles. 2008. The Ghost of Freedom: A History of the Caucasus. New York, NY: Oxford 
 University Press. 
 
Kipp, Natasha. 2004. “The Unveiling of Laila: Music, Religion, Gender and Politics in Twentieth-
 Century Azerbaijan.” M.M. Thesis, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. Academic advisor: 
 Donna Buchanan. 
  238 
 
Kopytoff, Igor. 1986. “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process.” In The Social 
 Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai, 64–91. 
 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Malikov, Arif. 1997. “Hajibeyov: His Real Genius.” Azerbaijan International 5(4):26, 75. 
 
Marcus, George and Fred Myers. 1995. “The Traffic in Art and Culture: An Introduction.” In The Traffic 
 in Culture. Marcus, eds. George and Fred Myers, 1–51. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
McAdams, Stephen and Emmanuel Bigand (eds.). 1993. Thinking in Sound: The Cognitive Psychology of 
 Human Audition. Oxford Science Publications. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, Inc. 
 
Mehdizade, Sevinj. 2006. “Azerbaijan’s New Manats: Design and Transition to a New Currency.” 
 Azerbaijan International 14(3):64–9.  
 
Musayev, Oruc. 1998. Azerbaijani-English Dictionary. Baku, [AZ]: Azerbaijan State Institute of 
 Languages. 
 
Myers, Helen (ed.). 1992. Ethnomusicology: An Introduction. (vol.1) New York, NY: W.W. Norton and 
 Co. 
 
Naroditskaya, Inna. 2002. Song from the Land of Fire: Continuity and change in Azerbaijanian Mugham. 
 New York, NY: Routledge.  
 
_______. 1999. “The Dynamics of Azerbaijanian Mugham in the Twentieth Century.” PhD dissertation, 
 University of Michigan. 
 
Nercessian, Andy. 2001. The Duduk and National Identity in Armenia. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 
 Inc. 
 
Nigosian, Solomon. 1993. The Zoroastrian Faith: Tradition and Modern Research. Montreal, [QC]: 
 McGill- Queen’s University Press.  
 
Nowell-Smith, Geoffrey. 2006. “Trade wars, culture wars.” In Trading Culture: Global Traffic and Local 
 Cultures in Film and Television, ed. Sylvia Harvey, 13–19. Eastleigh, [UK]: John Libbey 
 Publishing. 
 
Oldfield, Anna. 2008. Azerbaijani Women Poet-Minstrels: Women Ashiqs from the 18th Century to the 
 Present. Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press. 
 
Olson, Harry Ferdinand. 1967 (1952). Music, Physics and Engineering. Toronto, [ON]: Dover 
 Publications. 
 
Pajala, Mari. 2007. “Finland, zero points: Nationality, failure, and shame in the Finnish media.” In A Song 
 For Europe, eds. Ivan Raykoff and Robert D. Tobin, 71–82. Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing 
 Co.  
 
Payaslian, Simon. 2007. The History of Armenia: From the Origins to the Present. New York, NY: 
 Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
  239 
Perman, Anthony. 2008. “History, ethics, and emotion in Ndau performance in Zimbabwe: Local 
 theoretical knowledge and ethnomusicological perspectives.” PhD, University of Illinois at 
 Urbana-Champaign. 396 pp. Advisor: Thomas Turino. 
 
Petrou, Michael. 2006. “Oh Lordi, it’s so political.” Maclean’s 119 (23):28. 
 
Plomp, Reinier. 2002. The Intelligent Ear: On the Nature of Sound Perception. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
 Erlbaum Associates, Inc., Publishers.    
 
Qasimova, Murada. 2006. “Доклад о Балабане.” Student paper (grade 8, school no.177). Baku, [AZ].  
 
Roederer, Juan. 1995. The Physics and Psychophysics of Music: An Introduction. New York, NY: 
 Springer-Verlag New York, Inc. 
 
Ruane, Christine. 2008. “European Fashion in Russia.” In Picturing Russia: Explorations in Visual 
 Culture, eds. Valerie Kivelson and Joan Neuberger, 119–23. New Haven, CT: Yale 
 University Press. 
 
Safarova, Zemfira. 1985. Uzeyir Hajibeyov. Baku, [AZ]: Yazychi. 
 
Samedov, Alihan. 2008. Balaban Metodu. Istanbul, [TR]: Ege Reklam Basım Sanatları Limited Şirketi. 
 
Samuels, David. 1996. “‘These are the Stories that Dogs Tell’: Discourses of Identity and Difference in 
 Ethnography and Science Fiction.” Cultural Anthropology 11(1):88–118.  
 
Schwarz, Boris. 1972. Music and Musical Life in Soviet Russia 1917-1920. London, [UK]: Barrie and 
 Jenkins  Ltd. 
 
Seeger, Anthony. 1987. Why Suyá Sing: A Musical Anthropology of an Amazonian People. Cambridge, 
 [UK]: Cambridge University Press.  
 
Sipos, János. 2004. Azeri Folksongs: At the Fountainhead of Music. English Translation by Judit Pokoly. 
 Budapest, [HU]: Akadémiai Kiadó. 
 
Suleymanov, Manaf. 2002. “Stories of Taghiyev.” Azerbaijan International 10(2):42-49. 
 
Suny, Ronald G. 1993. Looking Toward Ararat: Armenia in Modern History. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
 University Press. 
 
Solomon, Thomas. 2007. “Articulating the historical moment: Turkey, Europe, and Eurovision 2003.” In 
 A Song For Europe, eds Ivan Raykoff and Robert D. Tobin, 135–45. Burlington, VT: Ashgate 
 Publishing Co.  
 
Swietochowski, Tadeusz. 1995. Russia and Azerbaijan: A Borderland in Transition. New York, NY: 
 Columbia University Press. 
 
Taylor, Charles. 1994. “The Politics of Recognition.” In Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of 
Recognition, ed. Amy Gutmann, 25–74. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
 
  240 
Thompson, Simon. 2006. “Anger and the Struggle for Justice.” In Emotion, Politics and Society, eds. 
 Simon Clarke, Paul Hoggett and Simon Thompson, 123–44. New York, NY: Palgrave 
 Macmillan.  
 
Tsitsishvili, Nino (ed.). 2011. Cultural Archetypes and Political Change in the Caucasus. 
 Saarbrucken, [DE]: Lambert Academic Publishing. 
 
_______. 2009. “National ideologies in the era of global fusions: Georgian polyphonic song as a 
 UNESCO-sanctioned masterpiece of intangible heritage,” Music and Politics 3.1. 
 
_______. 2007. “Social and Political Constructions of Nation-Making in relation to the Musical Styles 
 and Discourses of Georgian Duduki Ensembles.” Journal of Musicological Research 26:241–280. 
 
_______. (2006) “‘A man can sing and play better than a woman’: singing and patriarchy at the Georgian 
 Supra feast.” Ethnomusicology 50(3):452–93. 
 
Turino, Thomas. 2008. Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation. Chicago, IL: University of 
 Chicago Press.  
 
_______. 1999. “Signs of Imagination, Identity, and Experience: A Peircian Semiotic Theory for Music.” 
 Ethnomusicology 43(2):221–55. 
 
_______. 1983. “The Charango and the ‘Sirena’: Music, Magic and the Power of Love.” Latin American 
 Music Review 4(1):81–119. 
 
UNESCO. 2006. Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity Proclamations 2001, 
 2003 and 2005 (brochure). Prepared by the Intangible Heritage Section, Division  of Cultural 
 Heritage. Paris, [FR]: UNESCO. 
 
_______. 2003. Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. Paris, [FR]: 
 UNESCO. 
 
_______. 1996 (2nd ed. Revised). Our Creative Diversity. Report of the World Commission on Culture 
 and Development. Paris, [FR]: UNESCO 
 
Von Bremzen, Anya and John Welchman. 1990. Please to the Table: The Russian Cookbook. New York, 
 NY: Workman Publishing.  
 
Wright, Susan. 1998. “The Politicization of ‘Culture.’” Anthropology Today 14(1):7–15. 
 
 
 
AUDIO-VISUAL REFERENCES CITED 
 
 
Azerbaijan Elnur & Samir—Day after Day, YouTube video (3:11), 2008 Eurovision official video, posted 
 by SirabDesign 20 March 2008, 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=suKgzGC40g8&feature=related. 
 
Samedov, Alihan. Balaban. The Land of Fire: Music of Azerbaijan. Perf. Alihan Samedov (balaban). 
 Liner notes (Turkish and Eng.). Mega Müzik, 2001. CD 
  241 
 
_______. Balaban 2: Sızı. The Land of Fire: Music of Azerbaijan. Perf. Alihan Samedov (balaban). Liner 
 notes (Eng.). Mega Müzik, 2002. CD. 
 
Battlestar Galactica: Season One. Dir. Michael Rymer. Prod. David Eick and Ronald Moore. Universal 
 Studios, 2005. DVD. 
 
Battlestar Galactica Season 1—Bear McCreary – Main Title (US Version) at: 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2VPep3zECm0&feature=related. Accessed November 2010. 
 
“Diana Gurtskaya—Peace Will Come—Eurovision 2008 Georgia,” YouTube video (3:03), 2008 
 Eurovision official video, posted by tiiipeee, 21 March 2008, 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_2z7RD1Xe6M. 
 
“Eurovision 2008(Armenia)-Sirusho-Qele-Qele(Official Video),” YouTube video (2:55), posted by 
 nnonn01, 15 March 2008, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0cW5te3J_0o&feature=related. 
 
“Eurovision 2008 Final-Armenia-Sirusho-Qele, Qele,” YouTube video (3:14), Armenia’s live entry at the 
 Eurovision song contest 2008 final, posted by sdtux 24 May 2008, 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GgdVEbPIO5M. 
 
“Eurovision 2008 Final-Azerbaijan-Elnur & Samir,” YouTube video (3:17), Azerbaijan’s live entry at the 
 Eurovision song contest 2008 final, posted by PastTV, 25 May 2008,  
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eo0VrY5C-ow&NR=1.  
 
“Eurovision 2008 Final-Georgia, Gurtskaya, Peace Will Come,” YouTube video (3:26), Georgia’s live 
 entry at the Eurovision song contest 2008 final, posted by sdtux, 24 May 2008, 
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVMFZu39tmY.   
 
Gasparyan, Djivan. Apricots from Eden. Perf. Djivan Gasparyan (duduk), Vachik Avakian (dam duduk) 
 and Levon Arshakung (d’hol). Liner notes (Eng.) by Nicholas Tahmizyan. Traditional 
 Crossroads, 1996. CD  
 
_______. The Soul of Armenia. Perf. Djivan Gasparian, (duduk), Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan (voice), Michael 
 Brook (guitar and piano), Erken Ogur (bağlama), and Andreas Vollenweider (harp). 
 Network/Harmonia Mundi, 2008. Dual CD.  
 
_______. I Will Not Be Sad in This World. Djivan Gasparian: Duduk Music from Armenia. Opal/Warner 
 Bros. Records Inc., 1989. CD. Liner notes (Eng.). Perf. Djivan Gasparian, duduk.  
 
Georgian Voices: The Rustavi Choir. Liner notes (Eng.) by Ted Levin. Elektra Entertainment, 1989. CD.   
 
Gladiator. Dir. Ridley Scott. DreamWorks and MCA/Universal Pictures, 2000. DVD.  
 
Gladiator: Music From the Motion Picture. Decca Records, 2000. CD.   
 
McCreary, Bear. 2010. GoogleTalks lecture (12 March) by the composer, re: music for the Battlestar 
 Galactica series. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y2LQinFAQN4, posted 24 March 2010, 
 (accessed July 2010). 
 
  242 
“Preconditions,” YouTube video (1:01), 2008 US political campaign ad, posted by JohnMcCaindotcom, 
 28 October 2008, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c1azQcs-8iI. Accessed 5 April 2011. 
 
Qarabağ Xanәndәlәri, (gifted to Baku’s National Conservatory in 2004). 24 Compact disc set. Notes in 
 Azeri, English and Russian. Performances consist of re-recordings of famous muğam singers 
 from Karabagh. Produced by UNESCO under direction of Mehriban Aliyev, UNESCO Goodwill 
 Ambassador from Azerbaijan. 
 
 
INTERNET RESOURCES CITED 
 
 
Lyrics Archive: http://lyrics.dainutekstai.lt/  
 
“Qele, qele” lyrics (Armenia). http://lyrics.dainutekstai.lt/842494/eurovision-2008-armenia:-sirusho-qele-qele-
 let%92s-go-let%92s-go.htm. Accessed 11 June 2008. 
 
“Day after day” lyrics (Azerbaijan). http://lyrics.dainutekstai.lt/841826/eurovision-2008-azerbaijan-elnur-
 hseynov--samir-cavadzad601-day-after-day.htm. Accessed 11 June 2008. 
 
“Peace will come” lyrics (Georgia). http://lyrics.dainutekstai.lt/842502/eurovision-2008-georgia:-diana-
 gurtskaya-peace-will-come.htm. Accessed 11 June 2008. 
 
 
Eurovision TV (official website): http://www.eurovision.tv  
 
Brey, Marco. 2010. “Armenian apricot stone becomes a tree.” (18 May) 
 http://www.eurovision.tv/page/news?id=13873&_t=Armenian+apricot+stone+becomes+ a+tree, 
 Accessed 25 June 2010. 
 
Gurtskaya, Diana. “Interview: Eurovision.tv Talks to Diana Gurkskaya.” Written by Marco Brey. 
 Eurovision.tv. European Broadcasting Union. Web. Published 17 May 2008.  
 http://www.eurovision.tv/page/interviews-2008?id=938. 
  
Sirusho’s interview. 17 May 2008. http://www.eurovision.tv/page/interviews-2008?id=971. 
 
 
Grove Music Online: 
 
During, Jean, et al. "Bālābān." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 
 http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/46900. Accessed 
 September 29, 2010. 
 
Page, Janet K., et al. "Oboe." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 
 http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40450. Accessed 
 September 29, 2010. 
 
Schuyler, Philip. "Morocco." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 
 http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/19156. Accessed 
 September 29, 2010. 
 
  243 
 
Other Sites: 
 
Anon. 2010. “Karabakh Conflict.” Azerbaijan Guide on Net (28 November) at: 
 http://www.azeri.net/azerbaijan/karabakh-conflict/. 
 
Gray, Freddy. 2008. “Terror and the Duduk.” In The American Conservative Magazine, online at: 
 http://www.amconmag.com/blog/2008/10/30/terror-and-the-duduk/, (posted 30 October). 
 Accessed 5 April 2011. 
 
Hodgman, John. 2005. “Ron Moore's Deep Space Journey” (17 July), 
 http://www.nytimes.com/2005/07/17/magazine/17GALACTICA.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1. 
 Accessed 6 April 2011. 
 
Internet Movie Database, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0172495/awards, Accessed 14 July 2010. 
 
Layton, Julia. 2006. “How Money Laundering Works.” (1 June) at: HowStuffWorks.com. 
 http://www.howstuffworks.com/money-laundering.htm, Accessed 5 July 2010. 
 
Litty, Matthew. 2006. “Duduk: The Instrument that Makes Hollywood Cry,” [online] http://galactica-
 station.blogspot.com/2006/10/duduk-instrument-that-makes-hollywood.html.        
 
McCreary, Bear. 2006. “Instruments of Battlestar Galactica: Duduk” at: 
 http://www.bearmccreary.com/blog/?p=42, (posted 26 September). Accessed February 2011. 
 
